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The recent economic downturn has increased demand for higher education. Because most 
postsecondary schools offer online courses, it is necessary to assess the effectiveness of 
those offerings and provide information that will assist colleges and universities in 
meeting citizens’ educational needs. This qualitative case study was used to examine the 
learning experiences and perceptions of students in onl e courses at a university in the 
western United States. Moore’s transactional distance learning theory was used to assess 
interactions among students, instructors, and course content. Purposive sampling was 
used to select 18 students from 3 university departmen s to participate in the study. 
Research questions focused on how participants perceiv d their learning experiences in 
online courses and how they described interactions with instructors and other students. 
Data collection was multimodal. The interviews were conducted in face-to-face format, 
electronic mail, and Skype. The questionnaires were completed by electronic mail. Field 
notes were collected during the interviews. Interviw transcripts, field notes, and 
questionnaire data were coded against the 4 interaction factors identified from Moore’s 
theory. Results showed that participants rated interac ion with course material as most 
important, followed by interaction with the instructor. Next in importance was the 
character of the learner, followed by student-student interaction. This study contributes to 
social change by informing the efforts of postsecondary faculty and administrators to 
review and modify online course content. Doing so will ensure that the university is able 
to meet students’ needs by generating timely, positive, and constructive, feedback; 
establishing a social communication network to foster udent-student interaction; and 
creating a more student-friendly content material delivery method. 
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Section 1: The Problem 
Introduction 
Advances in technology since the 1990s have given ris  to an increased use of 
web-based tools in distance education. Today, many institutions of higher learning offer 
online instruction with integrated web-based instructional tools (Rodriguez, Ooms, & 
Montanez, 2008). According to the Babson Survey Research Group report, Allen and 
Seaman (2013) stated that “when this report series began in 2002, less than one-half of all 
higher education institutions reported online education was critical to their long-term 
strategy. That number is now close to seventy percent” (p. 4). Tracing the increase in 
national postsecondary online education enrollment figures, the U.S. Department of 
Education stated that the total number of student enroll d in online education rose from 
4.28 million in 2007 to 5.44 million in 2012 (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2011, 2014).  
With the proliferation of online courses in colleges and universities, Song, 
Singleton, Hill, and Koh (2004) posed several question  for academic leaders to ask: 
What do students think about online learning? What m kes students successful in online 
education? What can be done to improve greater access for students in online 
environments? Song et al. argued that answers to these questions would help shape the 
future of online education. Rodriguez et al. (2008) concurred, arguing that sustaining 
enrollment in higher education will depend on the learning experiences and perceptions 
of students in an online environment, a sentiment also echoed by Dobbs, Waid, and del 




called for further investigation in this area (Allen & Seaman, 2008; Glass & Sue, 2008; 
Greener, 2008; Powell, 2007).  
I responded to that call by examining the learning experiences and perceptions of 
students in three online departments at a public university in the western United States, 
hereafter referred to by the pseudonym UWS. This qualitative study was based on 
Moore’s transactional distance theory. Purposive sampling was used to select 18 students 
representing two age groups: 18 to 31 years and 32 years and above. Each of the 
participants was individually interviewed regarding their online learning experiences.  
Definition of the Problem 
The economic downturn in the United States has resulted in high rates of 
unemployment and has made the job market highly competitive (Kahn, 2009). Online 
courses offer a flexible way to improve academic sklls and employment prospects. Such 
courses lend themselves to continuing education and provide the convenience of studying 
from remote locations. Many online programs also offer career-specific certificates and 
degrees, often cost less than traditional programs, nd enable students to juggle academic 
work with other engagements.  
Just as the job market has become more competitive, so too has the educational 
marketplace. Allen and Seaman (2010) noted the challenge of maintaining or increasing 
enrollment in the face of budgetary cutbacks in US institutions. The beginning of the 
millennium saw many postsecondary institutions invest both financial and human 
resources in online education (Ficklen & Muscara, 2001; Hernandez-Ramos, 2005). This 




Onchwari, and Wachira (2008) observed, that technological sophistication alone does not 
guarantee pedagogical effectiveness. Keengwe et al. (2008) argued that administrators 
must not only integrate technology into instruction, but must also maximize the benefits 
of instructional tools and minimize their negative effects. 
Although online education represents a different form f course delivery, it is 
subject to the same need for monitoring and assessment as traditional forms of instruction 
(Greener, 2008). At any institution, argued Armstrong (2011), educators “should not only 
be concerned with the number of degrees awarded but also the quality of student learning 
obtained in achieving those degrees” (p. 223). To that end, Warschauer (2007) called for 
more research on how students perceive the use of technology in their education, which 
will help faculty adjust pedagogy to increase student l arning and satisfaction. Affirming 
the dearth of research studies in this area, Kearns (2012) attested that “very few studies 
have reported on the types and distribution of assessm nts that are used by instructors to 
contribute to students’ overall grades in an online course” (p. 3). 
The current study was designed to address that gap. It was conducted at an urban, 
regionally accredited public university (UWS) that was established 50 years ago and 
offers traditional classroom instruction as well as online courses in nursing, business 
administration, and environmental resource management.  According to the dean of 
student affairs, the purpose of the online program is to provide opportunities for students 





Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level 
According to Gubernick and Ebeling (1997), 762 or 15% of U.S. institutions of 
higher learning offered distance education courses in 1996. By the fall of 2000-2001, 
56% of all colleges and universities granting 2- and 4-year degree programs offered 
online courses (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2003). In 2002, over 1,000 
students were enrolled in an online program known as M king Virtual Classroom a 
Reality at the University of Illinois (Santovec, 2003). A Sloan Consortium report, based 
on 2,500 U.S. colleges and universities, showed a steady increase in student enrollment in 
online courses, from 1.6 million in 2002 to 6.1 million in 2010 and from 6.1 million in 









































Fall  2002 16,611,710 NA 1,602,970 NA NA 9.6% 
Fall  2003 16,911,481 1.8% 1,971,397 368,427 23.0% 11.7% 
Fall  2004 17,272,043 2.1% 2,329,783 358,386 18.2% 13.5% 
Fall  2005 17,487,481 1.2% 3,180,050 850,267 36.5% 18.2% 
Fall  2006 17,758,872 1.6% 3,488,381 308,331 9.7% 19.6% 
Fall  2007 18,248,133 2.8% 3,938,111 449,730 12.9% 21.6% 
Fall  2008 19,102,811 4.7% 4,606,353 668,242 16.9% 24.1% 
Fall  2009 19,524,750 2.2% 5,579,022 972,669 21.1% 28.6% 
Fall  2010 19,641,140 0.6% 6,142,280 563,258 10.1% 31.3% 
Fall 2011 
20,994,113 -
  20, 994, 113 -0.1% 6,714,792  572,512 9.3% 32.0% 
 Fall 2012   21, 253, 086 1.2% 7,126,549 411,757 6.1% 33.5% 
 
Note. Adapted from Allen, I. and Seaman, J, 2014, Grade Change: Tracking Online 
Education   in the United States. Sloan Consortium and Babson Survey Research 








Figure 1. Impact of economic downturn on course demand, Fall 2009. 
Note. Adapted from “Sloan Consortium, Class Differences: Online Education in the 
United States,” by Allen, I. E. & Seaman, J. (2010), p. 8.The Sloan Consortium. 
Retrieved from: 
http://hilo.hawaii.edu/uhh/teaching/documents/SloanCo sortiumOnlineEducation in 
theUS-2009.pdf 
 
In a survey conducted by Allen and Seaman (2010), more than 50% of the 
institutions offering online and face-to-face courses tated that they experienced 
increased enrollment in both types of courses. A breakdown shows that there was a 
greater increase in enrollment in public institutions than in private colleges and 
universities. According to the report, the economic downturn resulted in more than 85% 
of the student enrollment in online courses 
A majority of public institutions surveyed indicated that online learning has 
become an important part of their long-term educational strategy (see Figure 2). “Sixty-




their institution’s long term strategy and strategic plan” (Allen & Seaman, 2010, p. 2). 
Supporting this assertion, Picciano, Allen, and Seaman (2010) reported that “the majority 
of institutions of all sizes believe that online education is critical to their long term 
strategy” (p. 24). 
Figure 2. Online Education is Critical to the Long-term Strategy of my Institution, 













                Public                                     Private nonprofit                  Private for-profit 
                                                   Fall 2009    Fall 2010       Fall 2011 
Note. Adapted from “Sloan Consortium, Going the distance: Online Education in the 
United States 2011,” by Allen, I. E. & Seaman, J. (2011), p. 8. The Sloan Consortium. 
Retrieved from: http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/reports/goingthedistance.pdf 
 
The site for the current study was an urban, regionally accredited, public 
university. UWS was established in 1965 and has been approved by the U.S. Department 
of Education and the Accrediting Council for Public Colleges and Schools (ACIPS) to 
offer both traditional classroom and online courses in various disciplines. UWS joined a 
national trend in 1975 by offering online courses in nursing, business administration, and 




support, motivate, and provide opportunities for adult students to access quality education 
at their own pace in order to achieve professional success. 
According to the vice president for academic affairs, UWS has not yet carried out 
research on its online program. An extensive literature review revealed little research 
about how students assess their online course experi nc , both in terms of course content 
and delivery as well as student-student and instructo -student interaction. Kirk stated that 
the needs of online students can be deduced from their perceptions and experiences (as 
cited in Tsayang, 2011), but those perceptions and experiences have been inadequately 
studied. Assenting to this view, Dunston and  Albalawi (2014) stated that “although many 
institutions are offering an increasing number of online courses and programs, there is a 
limited body of knowledge on requirements for online course delivery that leads to high 
levels of student satisfaction and learning” ( p. 1). 
Evidence of the Problem From the Professional Literature 
A 2009 Sloan Consortium report validated the assertion by other researchers that 
online courses enable college and university administrators to reach a greater number of 
students, offering learners the convenience of self-paced learning (Hill, 2002; Hofmann, 
2002; Rourke, 2001). According to Beqiri, Chase, and Bishka (2009), online education, 
as an alternative form of course delivery, enables students to pursue both professional and 
educational goals with greater ease than is provided by traditional instruction. This 
flexibility, coupled with an economic recession, has resulted in a significant growth in 
online course enrollment, where the majority of students are working professionals 




Song et al. (2004) claimed that the viability of distance education depends on 
students’ experience with online learning, a view shared by DiSlavio (2008), who argued 
that users’ perceptions of online courses would shape the future of distance education. 
O’Malley and McGraw (1999) stated that the proliferation of online courses has created a 
need to analyze how this method of content delivery affects students’ perceptions of their 
learning. Roach and Lemasters (2008) concurred, arguing that the satisfaction of students 
in an online learning environment is important and requires further study. The current 
study was designed to answer this call for more information on how students assess the 
distance learning experience. 
The 2011 National Online Learners Priorities Report by Noel-Levitz stated that 
the colleges and universities should pay particular attention to their students’ perceptions 
of online courses in order to offer courses that will meet students’ expectations. The 
report further stated that more studies need to be conducted to assist college and 
university administrators to meet students’ needs in the online program. Supporting the 
need for more studies in examining students’ perception in online courses,  Kuo, Walker, 
Belland, and Schroder (2013) stated that “among the a titudinal constructs, student 
satisfaction, referring to student perceptions of learning experiences and perceived value 
of a course, may be particularly worthy of investiga on” (p. 17). 
Based on the literature review, the gap in knowledge regarding examining the 
experiences and perceptions of students in online course programs still exists. This study 
was conducted to fill this gap in knowledge and contribute to a current understanding of 





Attrition:  The number of students who drop out of a course before the scheduled 
completion time (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). The attrition rate is a common 
means of assessing how successful a given course is.  
Interpretivism:  A view based on the belief that reality is socially constructed 
(Glesne, 2011).  
Learning experience: The meaning constructed and evaluated by learners of 
their learning environment (Knowles, Holton, & Swanso , 2005).   
Online learning: A form of education where students access content over the 
Internet, participate in virtual discussions with an instructor and other students, and 
submit assignments and receive feedback electronically (L aser, 2011).  
Paradigm: A philosophical or theoretical framework made up of interrelated 
assumptions that provide a way of seeing and inquiring nto the world (Glesne, 2011).   
Perception: The capability whereby people understand their enviro ment (Crane, 
2011). 
Significance  
This qualitative study presents an understanding of online learning experiences 
from students’ perspectives. Although research on instructional delivery methods is 
growing, students’ perceptions of their learning experiences have been neglected in the 
extant literature. This study helps to fill this research gap. This study is significant 
because it helps online faculty and university administrators understand the factors that 




by Warschauer (2007). Postsecondary institutions will also benefit by enacting curricular 
reforms that make the learning experience of online students more fruitful. This study 
provides a foundation for further research, and is a resource for entrepreneurs desiring to 
start new institutions of higher education offering online programs. 
Guiding/Research Questions 
In developing the guiding research questions for this study, I was concerned with 
remaining sensitive to human experiences. As Adams (2008) observed, “Working with 
ethics involves realizing that we do not know how others will respond to and/or interpret 
our work” (p. 179). In that spirit, the questions that follow were developed with the 
understanding that this is an exercise in ethics and there is no intention to inflict harm on 
participants. The study was guided by two research questions: 
1. How do students perceive and describe their learning experiences with 
online course content? 
2. How do students describe their interactions with instructors and other 
students in online courses?  
Review of the Literature 
Theoretical Framework 
Research has been variously defined. According to Craighead, Hanna, Gibson, 
and Meredith (2007), research is vitally important in any discipline because it enhances 
the understanding of those involved in the discipline. Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) 
characterized research as an exploration in which collected data is analyzed and 




phenomenon or to empower individuals in such contexts” (p. 194). Mertens (2005) 
argued that “the exact nature of the definition of research is influenced by the 
researcher’s theoretical framework” (p. 2).  
A theoretical framework also can be referred to as a paradigm, and a study’s 
paradigm guides how the subject matter is studied, analyzed, and interpreted (Glesne, 
2011). Creswell (2009) noted that a paradigm includes one’s world view, which Guba 
(1990) described as “a basic set of beliefs that guide action” (p. 17). The current study is 
constructivist and interpretive. The design used was a case study, and data collection was 
multimodal. Mertens (2005) gave an insight into what is the interpretive/constructive 
paradigm originated. 
“The interpretivist/constructivist paradigm grew out f the philosophy of 
Edmund Husserl's phenomenology and Wilhelm Dilthey's and other German 
philosophers' study of interpretive understanding called hermeneutics” (Mertens, 2005, 
p.12 citing Eichelberger, 1989).  
The constructivist-interpretative approach relies on the sample studied to generate 
data to understand participants’ backgrounds and experiences. In that approach, a 
researcher develops patterns of meaning from data and usually relies on qualitative data 
collection methods and analysis (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). A constructivist-
interpretive approach was justified for the current study because it involved examining 
patterns of meaning in order to understand how students interpreted their experiences in 
online courses.  A constructive interpretive approach was preferred because it presented a 




and reporting the findings as it were. That is, researching and understanding how the 
participants made meaning of their experiences and perceptions by looking through their 
lenses. (Koskinen,  Zimmerman, Binder, Redstrom, & Wensveen, 2011). 
In an interpretive research the report represents the views and opinions of the 
participants and the subjectivity of the researcher l arly demarcated. In this study, I 
presented the report providing accurate statements of participants’ views and opinions. 
(Gubrium, Holstein, Marvasti, & McKinney, 2012). 
Online Education 
The growth in online education has heightened competition among postsecondary 
institutions (Loyen, Magda, & Rikers, 2008). With tha  competition has come increasing 
emphasis on attending to student satisfaction (Jackson, Jones, & Rodriguez, 2010). 
Dobbs, Waid, and del Carmen (2009) found that distance learning students are attracted 
by the convenience and flexibility of online courses. 
According to Boekaerts (2008), most studies of online programs have focused on 
their technical aspects, neglecting the importance of students’ perceptions. Bollinger and 
Martindale (2004) and Tallent-Runnels et al. (2006) argued that the growth in online 
education should prompt more research that addresses students’ satisfaction with online 
instruction. In an online learning environment, students are expected to take a more 
active approach to their education, and course outcomes depend heavily on students’ 
attitudes towards online learning (Neely & Tucker, 2010). Those attitudes have not been 
assessed at UWS according to the dean of student affairs at the university. This study was 




transactional distance theory (1993). In analyzing distance learning, Moore (1993) 
enumerated four important variables: faculty-student interaction, student-content 
interaction, student-student interaction, and student character. Those variables, along with 
age, served as an organizing principle for the current study. 
Moore’s Transactional Distance Theory 
According to Moore (1993), analyzing distance education necessarily involves 
attending to dialogue, structure, and learner autonomy. Moore emphasized that these 
considerations are separate from technological ones, focusing on instructional and 
learning behaviors and the interaction between the two. This (1993) analysis was based 
on the assumption that distance learning requires different teaching techniques and 
learning dynamics than does traditional face-to-face instruction. Moore further described 
pedagogy as consisting of course structure and instructional dialogue, claiming that 
distance learning is a function of those two variables, plus learner autonomy.  Moore 
(1993) expatiated that the transactional distance theory is an attempt to explain the 
interaction among learners, teachers, and course structure and to account for how that 
interaction affects the learning environment.  
For Moore (1993), distance education is characterized by the transaction that 
occurs when there is a separation of time and space between learner and teacher, a 
separation that “leads to special patterns of learner a d teacher behaviors” (p. 1). Moore 
cautioned that these behaviors should be considered r lative rather than absolute because 
transactional distance is not a fixed measurement. In considering the interactive 




faculty-student, student-content, and student-student. He also emphasized the importance 
of what he called student character. 
Faculty-Student Interaction 
Moore (1993) described dialogue as “an interaction or a series of interactions 
having positive qualities that other interactions might not have” (p. 2) and singled out 
interaction as one of the most important components of online learning. Faculty-student 
interaction, Moore stated, is influenced by educational philosophy, personality, course 
subject matter, and the environment. Moore noted that in distance education, like face-to-
face teaching, some communication will be one-way. But a reliance on one-way 
communication, he argued, leads to greater transaction l distance and less favorable 
learning experiences. Reducing transactional distance, then, means controlling 
communication. 
Other researchers have also acknowledged the importance of faculty-student 
interaction. Tomei (2006) described it as playing a “pivotal role in student attitudes about 
online learning and distance education” (p. 532), and Bollinger and Martindale (2004) 
characterized it as the single most significant facor in determining students’ satisfaction 
in online learning environments. Swan (2001) found that “students who had perceived 
high levels of interaction with the instructor also had high levels of satisfaction with the 
course and reported higher levels of learning than students who thought they had less 
interaction with the instructor” (p. 316). According to a survey of college students taking 
online courses at Indiana State University, 83% expected instructors to be available at 




study of online courses at a midwestern university revealed that “course structure-
dialogue predicted student satisfaction in the online courses studied” (Sanders & 
Hirshbuhl, 2007, p. 20).  
Student-Content Interaction  
Course structure reflects the “rigidity or flexibilty of the program’s educational 
objectives, teaching strategies and evaluation methods” (Moore, 1993, p. 3). Course 
structure influences learning experience because it d termines how well a given course 
meets the varied expectations of individual students. Course structure affects 
communication—specifically, how much dialogue is allowed or encouraged (Moore, 
1993). Highly structured programs, Moore charged, have little allowance for dialogue 
and are thus ill-equipped to respond to student input.  
Moore (1993) defined student-content interaction as “the process of intellectually 
interacting with content that results in changes in the learner’s understanding, the 
learner’s perspective or the cognitive structures of the learner’s mind” (p. 3) and 
characterized it as “the defining characteristic of education” (p. 3). Course content 
includes assignments, presentations, discussions, and assessments (Reisetter et al., 2005). 
According to Moore and Kearsley (2005), highly struc ured content influences students’ 
perception of their learning experiences in an online program, an assertion that was 
explored in the current study.  
Student-Student Interaction  
According to Dobbs et al. (2009), although many researchers have studied the 




traditional education, student-student interaction occurs face to face. In online education, 
it is mediated electronically, through email, discusion boards, instant messaging, Skype, 
and document sharing (Jackson et al., 2010). Some distance learning institutions require 
residencies, where students physically assemble at a given location for seminars and 
communication with faculty and peers.  
Student Character  
Another variable of transactional distance that influences students’ learning 
experiences is the personalities of students themselves. An important component of 
personality for distance learners is autonomy—the ability to work independently. Moore 
(1993) defined learner autonomy as “the extent to which in the teaching/learning 
relationship it is the learner rather than the teach r who determines the goals, the learning 
experiences, and the evaluation decisions of the learning program” (p. 5). Confessore and 
Park (2004) described learner autonomy as consisting of four components: desire to 
learn, initiative, resourcefulness, and persistence. Moore took issue with Knowles’s 
assumption that autonomous behavior is natural for most adults. For Moore, autonomy is 
a learned skill rather than a natural outcome of aging.  
Age  
Many researchers on online education have noted the importance of age as a 
variable in student satisfaction and success (Dobbs et al., 2009; Jackson et al., 2010; 
Sanders & Hirshbuhl, 2007). As Roach and Lemasters (2006) noted, age is a predictor of 
one’s comfort with computers. Undergraduate distance learners tend to be older than their 




2006). In the current study, participants were divided into two groups—those ages 18 to 
31 years (G1) and those 32 years old or older (G2)—to see if there were differences in 
learning experiences and perceptions of online courses based on age. 
Implications  
Although there is a substantial body of research on distance learning, few studies 
(Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008; Lane & Yamashiro, 2008; Song et al., 2004) have 
addressed the learning experiences and perceptions of students in online courses, and no 
such research has been conducted at UWS, the school under study. For that reason, the 
findings of the current study should be of value to UWS faculty and administrators as 
they seek to refine online course content and delivery. Although the results of this study 
will inform faculty and administrators, the ultimate beneficiaries will be students because 
improving their academic experience is the ultimate goal of any curricular and 
pedagogical reform. 
Summary 
There has been considerable growth in online education in recent years (Allen & 
Seaman, 2008; Taylor & McQuiggan, 2008; Varvel, 2007; Wolf, 2006). Allen and 
Seaman attributed this growth largely to the economic recession and predicted that online 
course enrollments would continue to grow. Rising oline enrollments have prompted 
discussions about the quality of online course delivery, faculty training, and students’ 
learning experiences (Taylor & McQuiggan, 2008; Varvel, 2007). Some researchers have 
cited students as the most important stakeholders in onl ne education (Greener, 2008; 




are most important (Abel, 2005; Varvel, 2007). Moore (1993) stated that students, 
faculty, and course content are all necessary components to consider in evaluating online 
learning environments. 
Varvel (2007) found that many instructors have not been adequately prepared to 
teach online courses because the focus of their training was on face-to-face instructional 
delivery. Varvel reported that college and university administrators increasingly 
emphasize training faculty in online instructional de ivery. At the same time, learners’ 
perceptions of online instruction have received little research attention (Glass & Sue, 
2008; Powell, 2007). The current study was an attemp  to fill that gap in the literature. 
The study was based Moore’s transactional distance theory. Data collection was 
multimodal, conducted either in person or electronically.  
This study follows a four-section format. Section 1 consisted of the problem and 
introduction to the study. Section 2 covers the study’s methodology (research design and 
approach), a description of the target population, sample, instrumentation, materials, data 
collection, and data analysis. Section 3 includes th  project, literature review, discussion 
of the project, and social change. Section 4 covers reflections and conclusions, including 




Section 2: The Methodology 
Introduction 
In this section, I will discuss the methodology for a case study of undergraduate 
university students’ perceptions of their experience with online courses. The section 
covers research design, including why the chosen design was selected. It also includes a 
description of the participants, the researcher-participant relationship, data collection, and 
data analysis.  
Research Design and Approach 
Burns (2000) described research as systematic invest gation. For Creswell (2008), 
research is “a process of steps used to collect and analyze information to increase our 
understanding of a topic or issue” (p. 3). Mackenzi and Knipe (2006) described an 
exploratory process whereby collected data are analyzed and interpreted to “understand, 
describe, predict, or control an educational or psychological phenomenon or to empower 
individuals in such contexts” (p. 194). According to Mertens (2005), “The definition of 
research is influenced by the researcher’s theoretical framework” (p. 2). That framework, 
or paradigm, guides how data are collected, analyzed, and interpreted (Glesne, 2011). 
Creswell (2009) characterized a paradigm as a world view, which Guba (1990) described 
as “a basic set of beliefs that guide action” (p. 17).  
The current study was designed as a constructivist-interpretative case study. The 
constructivist-interpretative paradigm is based on hermeneutics and relies on the 




(Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; Mertens, 2005). That paradigm has also been influenced by 
Moore’s (1992) transactional distance theory.  
According to McKenzie and Knipe (2006), researchers using the ‘interpretive-
constructive’ methodology employ a qualitative design to collect and analyze data. Such 
an approach was appropriate for the current study because the purpose was to derive 
patterns of meaning in how students interpret their experiences in online courses. 
According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), “Qualitative research allows researchers 
to get at the inner experience of the participants, to determine how meanings are formed 
through and in culture, and to discover rather than test variables” (p. 12). Qualitative 
research requires an understanding of participants in order to develop meaning and 
understand their perspectives (Lodico et al., 2010; Merriam, 2002). Creswell (2009) 
emphasized that a researcher should focus on understanding the meaning participants 
attach to the issue being studied and not the meaning the researcher has about the issue.  
Creswell (2007) discussed five major types of qualitative studies: narrative 
research, phenomenology, ethnography, grounded theory, and case study. With narrative 
studies, the sample size is usually small—typically, one or two participants. Because I 
wanted a more representative sample, narrative research was not selected.  
In phenomenological studies, a researcher attempts to capture the “essence of 
human experience” (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 16). Although a phenomenological study has 
some similarities with a case study, in that both are based on participants’ perspectives, 
the major difference is that a phenomenological study merely describes those 




address the research questions, issues, or problems of the study (Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 
2009).  
An ethnographic researcher studies a group’s cultural characteristics in a local 
setting over time (Creswell, 2009). Although the current study may reflect participants’ 
cultural influences, those influences were not its main focus. Instead, I was interested in 
participants’ perspectives of their learning experience. Grounded theory was considered 
and rejected because the purpose of this study was not to generate a theory to explain a 
phenomenon (Glesne, 2011).  
Yin (2008) defined the case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, specially when the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18). For Yin (2009), case 
study research is used “when a how or why question is being asked about a contemporary 
set of events, over which the investigator has little or no control” (p. 13). According to 
Yin (2003), a case study might be based on one or more of several data collection 
methods: interviews, questionnaires, observations, documents, audiovisual materials, and 
field notes. Whereas Yin’s definition focused on the research process, Stake (2005) 
emphasized the unit of study, the case, and suggested that a case study has less to do with 
the how and more to do with the what that is studied. For Stake (2006), although a case
study presents opportunities to examine how a bounded system functions, “the 
functioning is not the case” (p. 1).  
According to Merriam (2009), a case study is “an in-depth description and 




described a case study as researching a phenomenon “in its natural context, bounded by 
space and time” (p. 15). Case studies, Hancock and Algozzine stated, explore topics 
involving individuals, groups, or events and facilitate “a deep understanding of situations 
and meaning for those involved” (p. 11).  
The current study was a case study, and the bounded system under investigation 
was the online program at a specific university. The study was further bounded by time, 
occurring over approximately 11 weeks. The choice of a case study design for this 
research was driven by the research questions and the purpose of the research study. 
How and why questions had to do with participants’ perceptions of their 
experience as online learners. Selecting a case study design ensured that the learned 
experiences and perceptions of the participants were thoroughly examined and reported 
as the participants stated them. 
Research and Interview Questions 
The purpose of this study was to examine the learning experiences and 
perceptions of students in online courses at UWS. Advances in technology in the 1990s 
led to an increase in online course enrollments (Jackson et al., 2010; Lapointe & 
Reisetter, 2008; Mayadas, 2009; Rodriguez et al., 2008). Most researchers examining 
online education have focused on how to increase enrollment in online courses and few 
have addressed improving the online environment to ensure students’ success (Greener, 
2008; McQuiggan, 2007; Powell, 2007). Confirming this assertion, Zacharis (2011) 
stated that further research should examine how course structure and class size 




agreed that there is need to further conduct research to determine the influence of 
interactions on students’ learning experiences. In their study with undergraduate and 
graduate participants from a western university, Kuo et al. (2013) further confirmed the 
need for more research studies to “assess the design of online courses and use this as a 
moderating factor in the prediction of student satisf ction. Such research could shed 
further light on whether learner-learner interaction is a consistent predictor of student 
satisfaction”. 
This study was conducted to fill the gap of further research to examine course 
structure and students’ interactions in the online program. The intent was to examine 
factors that contribute to the success of online education and provide suggestions for 
online course providers to better design courses to meet students’ expectations and assure 
their success in the online environment. The study was based on two research questions, 
which gave rise to 12 interview questions (see Appendix D). According to Creswell 
(2009), the central research question should be broken into more direct subquestions to 
help a researcher obtain detailed data to address th  problem statement. 
Participants 
The target population for this study was all postsecondary students who have 
taken online courses. The research population was those students who have completed at 
least 12 credits of online coursework in nursing, business administration, or 
environmental resource management at UWS. From this population, a sample of 18 
students was purposefully selected: eight students from nursing, six from business 




was employed, whereby a researcher selects participnts or sites that will generate 
adequate data to assure a rich analysis of the concept being studied (Creswell, 2008). In 
selecting the sample, I strove for gender balance ad a variety of ages.  
Access to Participants 
According to Marshall and Rossman (2006), a research r must obtain entry into 
the field in order to interview participants. I obtained entry by contacting the UWS 
Research Ethics Coordinator and a gatekeeper was appointed who conveyed the 
university’s IRR approval to me. The gatekeeper introduced me to faculty heads who 
assisted in identifying possible participants for the research. This made my access to 
UWS smoother, gave me more credibility as a research r, and cordiality in my contacts 
with the pool of participants.  
Researcher-Participant Relationship 
I made the first contact with participants by sending an email introducing myself 
and the purpose of the research. Subsequently, informed consent forms were 
electronically mailed to participants identified for the pilot study. I received responses 
from all prospective pilot study participants, and the pilot study was conducted 
successfully. During the main study, consent to participate was sent to individuals 
different from the participants in the pilot study. My relationship with participants was 
respectful, cordial, honest, and impersonal. This relationship evolved over time, and 
participants understood that I was gathering data to present their voice to university 
administrators and faculty members. Participants became progressively more open and 




Throughout the interview process, I respected participants’ dignity and privacy, and I 
sought to protect them from harm. 
Ethical Considerations 
Best and Kahn (2006) argued that ethics is the keystone in carrying out qualitative 
research. Jones and Kottler (2006) added that the importance of the rights of participants 
cannot be overemphasized. Research involving human subjects poses ethical issues 
because of questions that might require divulging personal and confidential information. 
It is essential that participants be protected from harm and that vulnerable populations not 
be exploited (Eide & Kahn, 2008). To protect participants in the current study, the site of 
the research is not named; instead, a pseudonym (UWS) is used. Also, participants are 
identified by number, and no identifying personal information appears in the published 
report. Before data collection began, approval was obtained from Walden University’s 
Institutional Review Board. In addition, I achieved certification for qualitative research 
by the National Institutes of Health in June 2011. 
An important part of conducting research with human subjects is obtaining 
informed consent. Drew and Hardman (2007) enumerated thr e elements of informed 
consent: capacity, information, and voluntariness. Capacity involves participants’ ability 
to understand and evaluate information provided by a researcher. That information must 
be communicated in easily understood language. Any ambiguities should be clarified so 
that participants have a clear understanding of the s udy’s scope and what is expected 
from them. Finally, participants should be aware that participation is voluntary and that 




conditions were met in the informed consent form used in the current study (see 
Appendix C). 
Data collected for this study—including consents, interview recordings and 
transcripts, and analyzed data—will be kept for at le st 5 years in secured storage and 
disposed of in accordance with Walden University’s policy on disposal of research data. 
Throughout the study, respect for participants and the site was a priority. 
Data Collection 
Participants were notified by electronic mail regarding the objectives of the study. 
The notification described the voluntary nature of participation and the confidentiality of 
all data gathered throughout the research period (see Appendix A). All participants 
signed an informed consent form (see Appendixes B and C) before being interviewed. 
Questionnaires were mailed to all participants, and 100% response was achieved. Data 
collection was multimodal.  
According to Yin (2003) the main characteristic of a case study design is that it 
employs various data collection methods to ensure tr stworthiness of the report. Multiple 
data sources promote a clearer understanding of the case being studied (Creswell, 2008, 
2009; Glesne, 2011; Hancock & Algozzine, 2006; Lodic  et al., 2010; Merriam, 2009).   
Data from interviews, questionnaires, field notes, and audiotapes were collected. 
Field notes were used to record nonverbal communication nd participants’ interactions 
with the environment. The questionnaire was a combination of closed and open-ended 
questions administered by electronic mail. A pilot test was carried out prior to 




employed open-ended questions, and were based on an interview guide (see Appendix 
D). Questions addressed how participants have experi nc d online learning at UWS. 
Consent forms were sent to 24 students from the departments of nursing, business 
administration, and environmental resource management via electronic mail through 
faculty heads. Twenty (83.3%) of the students returned their consent forms and signified 
their interest to participate in the study. Two students withdrew, citing family 
engagements. Questionnaires were sent to the 18 partici nts in the study via email. All 
18 participants returned their questionnaires, completely filled out, within 8 weeks. Face-
to-face interviews were initially scheduled to take place between April 29, 2013, and July 
6, 2013, according to participants’ convenience. Six interview dates were changed to 
accommodate participants’ request. The last interview was conducted on September 18, 
2013. The final sample of this study was 18, or 75% of the initially identified students. 
Participant demographics are summarized in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Participant Demographics (N = 18) 
Dept. # 
           
Gender 
            Age 
G1                        G2 
   F <35 >35 
Nursing 8 3 5 5 3 
Business administration 6 4 2 4 2 
Environmental resource  
  management 
4 1 3 2 2 
 
As Table 2 shows, there were 10 female (55.5%) and eight (44.5%) male 




35. The department of nursing had the highest number of participants (44.5%), followed 
by business administration (33.3%) and environmental resource management (22.2%). 
Pilot Study 
The interview questions were subjected to a pilot study. Questions were reviewed 
by three education professors with extensive background in qualitative research from two 
highly acclaimed universities in California. Questions were then administered to five 
students selected from potential participants for the research. Prior to the pilot study, 
informed consent was obtained from each of the five participants (see Appendix B). 
Results of the pilot study were reviewed by the thre education professors and found 
suitable for administration in the final study. 
Data Monitoring 
Data were stored in a password-protected database on a fourth-generation Intel 
Core i7-477os processor, Dell 27-inch touch computer with eight gigabytes of memory. 
The data were also stored on a Kingston Technology 1TB Data Traveler Hyper X 
Predator USB 3.0 Flash Drive and kept in a Bank of America safe deposit box accessible 
only to me. One advantage of using a database is that data are always available for 
independent inspection and can be easily retrieved at a later date (Wickham & Woods, 
2005). Qualitative data analysis software (NVivo9) was used to organize the data.  
Data 
Data were generated through face-to-face interviews with participants in the 
university library, three public libraries, a Barnes and Noble bookstore, three public 




Six single-session interviews lasted from 59 minutes to 118 minutes. Eight participants 
were interviewed in two sessions of 45 minutes to 79 minutes each because of their 
schedule. The interval between interviews was on average 5 days.  
Interview questions were based on the study’s two research questions, which 
explored participants’ learning experiences and perceptions of their online courses. All 
interviews were audio recorded (with participants’ permission), supplemented by my 
notes. Electronic mail and telephone messages were sent to participants after the 
interviews to clarify ambiguous comments and discrepant data. In four instances, 
participants preferred to discuss the ambiguities over Skype.  
Role of the Researcher 
I was the sole interviewer and data collector in ths study. I have a bachelor of 
science degree and a master of business administration degree in finance from the 
University of Nigeria. As part of the coursework for my MBA, I completed three courses 
on research applications and conducted a study involvi g face-to-face interviews of 
finance experts in the Nigerian banking industry. As part of coursework in Walden 
University’s doctoral program, I completed two courses in qualitative research and 
conducted two studies, one based on a face-to-face interviews and one based on 
observation. In both studies, I used interview protoc ls and personal observation logs (see 
Appendix J).  
In conducting qualitative research, a researcher’s task is to discover the meanings 
that participants attribute to the issue or phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 2009). 




according to the world views of participants (Merriam, 2009). The researcher’s role in the 
current study was that of learner: listening to, observing, and learning from participants in 
order to capture their views and the meanings they attached to the issues under 
consideration (Glesne, 2011). I had no previous or current professional roles at the setting 
under study and no personal or professional relationship with participants.   
Data Analysis 
The purpose of this case study was to examine the learning experiences and 
perceptions of students in online courses at a university in the western United States. The 
study was based on Moore’s transactional distance theory, specifically his four 
interaction components: student-content, faculty-student, student-student, and student 
character.  
Interview recordings were transcribed with the aid of Dragon Naturally Speaking 
12–Premium edition (DNS12P), speech recognition software that transcribes audio 
recordings into text. Transcribed documents were sav d on a desktop computer with 
password protection, then sent to participants for their review, comments, and approval. 
The last participant-approved transcript was received during the second week of 
November 2013. As I completed the transcription of face-to-face interviews with 
participants, I reflected on the purpose of the study, the review of literature, and the 
potential themes that emerged from the data. According to Marshall and Rossman (2006) 
when a researcher combines transcribed interview data with initial analysis of data, it 




Approved transcripts were uploaded onto a Dell Precision T5610 Tower 
Workstation. Using Excel worksheets, the data were organized into a priori themes 
according to Moore’s (1993) transactional distance theory. The selected themes described 
the components of online learning as postulated by Moore and provided information 
about the perceptions and experiences of students in the online learning program. From 
these themes, implications for faculty and university administration were developed.  
Two qualitative data-analysis tools used to retrieve, organize, search, categorize, 
and code textual and visual data (Lewins & Silver, 2007) were considered but not used 
because the themes were already identified a priori. The two most popular tools are 
NVIVO 9 and Atlas.ti, both of which enable a user to create codes and discover themes in 
textual data. To become familiar with NVivo 9, I attended a 2-day workshop in Chicago, 
Illinois, in December 2013, but I ended up not using the tool.  
A priori coding or explicit coding involves the use of a predetermined code before 
analysis of data, based on a theory or literature review (Yin, 2009). In this study, Moore’s 
(1993) theory of distance education formed the framework for the research questions. 
However, the three education professors who reviewed th  research questions and the 
pilot study recommended that I should take the NVivo9 training in the event of discrepant 
data that might not fit into the explicit codes. Yin (2009) noted that there is no way to 
anticipate which themes will emerge from the collected data when contemplating a priori 
coding. 
Uploaded data were classified according to the study’s two research questions. 




transactional distance theory: student-content interac ions, faculty-student interactions, 
student-student interactions, and student character. Data analysis involved coding by 
using deductive thematic analysis, which Braun and Clarke (2006) described as “a 
method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within qualitative data. 
. . . A theme captures something important about the data in relation to the research 
question and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set” 
(p. 80).  
Data review consisted of an initial close reading of all interview transcripts. 
During that reading, I took notes, highlighting similarities and differences in responses. 
Member checks were facilitated by giving participants an opportunity to review their 
transcriptions for accuracy. A constructivist-interpretative approach was used to examine 
the perceptions and experiences of participants in the online learning environment in 
UWS. According to Mackenzie and Knipe (2006), this approach develops patterns of 
meaning from data and usually relies on qualitative data collection methods and analysis.  
In order to understand how participants made meaning of their perceptions and 
experiences in the online learning environment, I presented their views unmodified, 
ensuring their voices were accurately reported. 
Data were triangulated to ensure that conflicting information was avoided, while 
constant comparison ensured that the data were adequ tely validated (Lodico et al., 
2006). Constant comparison was accomplished by use of D ll Precision T5610 Tower 
Workstation. Triangulation was achieved by cross-checking coded transcripts, notes 




from multiple sources was carried out in order to strengthen the study’s conclusions and 
reduce threats to validity. Creswell (2008) defined triangulation as “the process of 
corroborating evidence from different individuals (e.g., a principal and a student), types 
of data (e.g., observational field notes and interviews), or methods of data collection (e.g., 
documents and interviews)” (p. 266). In the words of C rbin and Strauss (2008), “The 
theory should represent an abstract rendition of the raw data. It is important to determine 
how well that abstraction fits the raw data and also to determine whether anything salient 
was omitted from the theoretical scheme” (p. 54). 
To ensure that nothing important is left out, Corbin and Strauss (2008) 
recommended member checking, which involves ascertaining from participants the 
accuracy of a researcher’s interpretation of the data. To that end, I sent both the 
transcriptions and the findings to each participant to ensure that the findings reflect their 
views and experiences. Their responses confirmed that they were able to recognize their 
perceptions, voices, and experiences from the findings (see Appendices F and G).  
Data analysis can yield conflicting views, outliers, or data that do not correspond 
with other data. To minimize this possibility, I reexamined all data with an eye toward 
resolving perceived discrepancies (Lodico et al., 2010). Two inconsistencies were 
noticed, and the data were sent back to the respective participants for resolution. 
According to Creswell (2009), presenting discrepant information adds to a study’s 
credibility because there are bound to be different views of an issue when several 




Glesne (2011) described other methods to ensure validity and trustworthiness, 
including prolonged engagement and persistent observation, peer review and debriefing, 
negative case analysis, clarification of researcher bias, member checking, thick 
description, and external audits. Interview transcripts and field notes in the current study 
were validated using member checks, triangulation of data, negative case analysis, and 
clarification of researcher bias. Constant comparison was used to determine differences 
and similarities in data (Lodico et al., 2010). Transcripts were shared with participants for 
editing (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Researcher bias was cl rified using self-reflection 
(Creswell, 2009). These validation methods ensured accuracy and reliability of data 
collection and analysis.   
Trustworthiness 
Credibility in qualitative research is important in establishing trustworthiness 
(Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2010; Yin, 2009). According to Yin, trustworthiness is enhanced 
by reporting a study’s operational measures—that is, the research questions, 
methodology, instrumentation, and all other relevant procedures. Trustworthiness is 
further enhanced by triangulation (Creswell, 2009). Stakes (2010) noted that collecting 
data from multiple sources compensates for the drawbacks of individual sources and 
exploits the advantages of each method. Data collecti n for the current study included 
face-to-face interviews and field notes.  
Establishing an early relationship with participants prior to data collection 
enhances trustworthiness (Stake, 2010; Yin, 2009). In the current study, that was 




received consent forms. According to Yin (2009), itera ive questioning to elicit more 
details from participants improves a study’s credibility. I conducted repetitive 
questioning to ensure that ambiguous responses were clarified by participants. Potential 
threats to validity by nonresponse bias were mitigated by notifying participants about the 
questionnaire and following up with electronic mail reminders. Finally, trustworthiness 
was enhanced through member checks, whereby interview transcripts were sent to 
participants for their review, comments, and approval. 
Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations 
It was assumed that all participants answered interview questions honestly and to 
the best of their abilities. It was further assumed that the sample used for this study was 
representative of online students at UWS. The study was limited to 18 student 
participants in three online departments at a single university who had taken a minimum 
of 12 units of online coursework in nursing, busines administration, or environmental 
resource management. Results from the study may not be applicable to other universities 
or departments.  
A potential limitation of case studies is that a researcher could allow ambiguous 
information “or biased views to influence the direction of the findings and conclusions” 
(Yin, 2009, p. 14). In this study, I minimized that possibility by engaging in bracketing, a 
process of identifying potential bias and then setting aside, or bracketing, any 
preconceived notions that might interfere with objective data collection and analysis. 
Reliability is the extent to which a study can be replicated by another researcher 




this study was strengthened by reporting the interview protocol used, relaying 
information by participants in their own words, and triangulation (Creswell, 2009; Lodico 




Section 3: The Project 
Introduction 
The purpose of this case study was to examine the learning experiences and 
perceptions of students in online courses at a university in the western United States. The 
study was based on Moore’s (1993) transactional distance theory and its four interaction 
components: student-content, faculty-student, student-student, and student character. The 
goal of this project study was to relate the experiences and perceptions of participants in 
their own words and to convey the findings of this study to university administrators and 
faculty members. This study will also be shared with all students involved in the online 
program at the university by placing a copy in the university library. Although Moore’s 
theory of distance education formed the framework f this study, the study was not 
designed to prove or disprove Moore’s theory but ins ead to examine how participants 
perceived their online courses using Moore’s interaction factors. 
Discussion 
This section covers participants’ ratings of student-content versus student-student 
interactions, and student-content versus faculty-student interactions. Also included in this 
section are interpretation of findings, implications for social change, and a review of 
literature. 
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions and learning 
experiences of students in the online course enviroment at a university in a western 
state. Moore’s distance theory was chosen as the theoretical framework. The four 




and learning experiences. The findings showed that learner-course content interaction 
was the strongest predictor of students’ perceptions and learning experiences with their 
online courses. This finding confirmed the assertion by Kuo et al. (2013) and showed that 
when course content is easily understood or is learner f iendly, participants’ perceptions 
and learning experiences of the online courses increases. This finding is confirmed by 
Murray, Pérez, Geist, and Hedrick (2013), who reported that students who felt successful 
in the online course were those who understood the course content and scored highly in 
their test. Murray et al. further stated that “students with higher access rates earned higher 
grades and students with the lowest grades accessed few r resources” (2013, p. 112). 
Access rate refers to access to interaction with course content. 
The study also showed that participants rated learner-instructor interactions as 
second  strongest predictor of their perceptions and learning experiences. Participants 
stated that they rated this factor second to course content because they benefitted from 
instructor feedback. Some participants complained of delayed and critical feedback from 
instructors. This finding is contrary to the report by Baker (2010), who found that learner-
instructor interaction was the strongest indicator of students’ satisfaction in the online 
course program. However, Paechter, Maier, and Macher (2010) confirmed this finding 
that learner-instructor interaction was not as significant in their study as learner-content 
interaction. 
The participants in this study rated student-student interaction least among the 




When asked to rate student-content and student-student, participants rated student-content 
as superior to student-student interaction. 
Student-Content Versus Student-Student Interactions 
Students were asked to rate student-content and student-student interactions in 
order of preference, based on their learning experiences and perceptions of online courses 
at UWS. Results showed that student-content interaction was preferred over student-
student interaction (see Table 3). 
Table 3 
 



















2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
 
Note. A rating of 1 indicates more importance, and a 2 indicates less importance.  
As Table 3 indicates, all participants unambiguously preferred to interact with 
course content rather than with other students in a course. For example, Participant 7 
said,  
I don’t think that my peers are more knowledgeable than me in the courses we 
have taken so far. Why should I go to them for discus ions outside the mandatory 




search the web to get my answer or ask my professor, certainly not my peers. 
Therefore, I choose student-content interaction over student-student interaction. 
According to Participant 12, 
I don’t think anyone of us cares about what the heck the other student is doing. If 
I don’t care about them, why should I interact with anybody outside my course 
content or my professors? If I want to socialize with classmates, I will take the 
traditional class. Student-content interaction is obvi usly preferred. 
Participant 15’s sentiments were representative of the larger group:  
I enrolled in online courses because I do not have the funds, time, and luxury of 
attending a traditional classroom on campus. My schedule is such that I post my 
discussions at my own time, and I make sure I submit my papers as and when 
they are due after spending hours gathering materials on the web. I don’t even 
have the time to read posts by my colleagues to give comments on their postings. 
Who really cares what my colleagues think or what tey are doing? I would 
choose student-content interaction over student-student interaction any day. All 
our courses have course readings online and links to extra information so you 
don’t really need the opinion or views of someone you don’t know. 
These views are consistent with an observation made by Mason and Rennie 
(2010) that well-designed course content is more important in an online course program 
than motivational support from faculty or interaction with fellow students. Lowery (2009) 
found a higher correlation between satisfaction and stu ent-content interaction than with 




among their participants. Participants in that study stated that they concentrated on 
researching course materials and interacting with faculty rather than interacting with 
students.  
Student-Content Versus Faculty-Student Interactions 
Participants were asked to rate student-content interac ion against faculty-student 
interactions based on their learning experiences and perceptions in online courses at 
UWS. These results are summarized in Table 4.  
Table 4 
 

























































































Note. A rating of 1 indicates more importance, and a 2 indicates less importance.  
As Table 4 shows, 14 of 18 (78%) participants rated stu ent-content above 
faculty-student interactions. Most of these said that student-content interaction is more 
important because active learning is encouraged when courses include individual and 
group assignments, discussion templates, projects, pre entations, and assessments. Those 
who preferred faculty-student interactions said that professors provide clear objectives 




completed when due, and offer support and encouragement to students who might 
otherwise drop out. The preference for student-content interaction revealed by 
participants in the current study is consistent with other research (Baxter & Jack, 2008; 
Bejerano, 2008; Dobbs et al., 2009; Jackson et al., 2010). This means that in this study, 
students’ favorable perception and positive learning experiences are highest when course 
content is easily accessible and understood. 
Student Character 
The participants stated that one of the requirements for admission into an online 
course at the university is to have basic knowledge of computing. They also stated that 
the university admission policy is that all students must achieve passing grades in two 
mandatory computing courses before continuing with their online program. Perseverance, 
resourcefulness, and ability to search the Internet for information are important qualities 
needed to be successful in the online program. Repres ntative responses are as follows: 
To be successful in any online course, a student has o be resourceful and 
persistent, otherwise such a student will drop out s  fast. (Participant 2) 
 
I think that the most important quality for us [students in online program] is to be 
computer literate and show that we are comfortable with online technology. 
(Participant 9) 
 
I chose the online program without fully understanding the implications, but I 
count myself as having knowledge about computers. After taking the two 




complete assignments at my own time is not the onlyquality required to be 
successful in my online program. Comfort in using Iternet tools like chats, 
emails, bulletin boards, search tools, Twitter, andother digital tools are very 
important, as well as the determination to continue with my program no matter the 
odds or challenges. (Participant 11) 
 
Apart from being competent in the use of the Internet, the ability to navigate 
technical issues and complete assignments on schedule is also important.  
Sometimes I feel like quitting, but my self determination to continue overrides 
those little moments of confusion. (Participant 18)
The findings of this study showed that a participant’s basic computer skill is not really 
the only requirement to be successful in online courses at UWS. Equally important are 
the abilities to use computers to complete assignments, perform other technical tasks like 
Twitter, and the use of other digital tools.  
Interpretation of Findings 
This study was designed to examine students’ experiences and perceptions of 
online learning in three departments at a university in he western United States. 
Participants were asked to rate the importance of four interaction factors: student-content, 
faculty-student, student-student, and student charater. The interview protocol had 12 
questions. However, as the interviews proceeded, additional questions arose to clarify 
participants’ learning experiences and perceptions. Participants seemed honest and 
forthcoming in expressing their views, especially when they were informed that they 




instead of traditional classes. They also discussed expectations, shortcomings, and 
disappointments, along with features they would like university authorities to change.  
Research Question 1 
How do students describe their interactions with instructors and other students in online 
courses?  
To address the first research question, participants were asked to rank faculty-
student and student-student interactions in order of p eference and describe the reason for 
their choice. Results are summarized in Table 5. 
Table 5 
 





























































































































Note. A rating of 1 indicates more importance, and 2 indicates less importance.  
 
As Table 5 shows, 17 of the 18 participants (94%) preferred faculty-student 
interaction over student-student interaction. Relevant excerpts from interviews are as 
follows: 
I prefer faculty interaction to student-student interaction because professors 




feedback on discussions, tests, presentations, and quizzes. I don’t really use 
student-student interactions except during discussion posts when I have to 
comment, acknowledge, support, or critique my colleagues’ posting.  
(Participant 1)  
Faculty-student interaction is second to student-coent interaction on my scale of 
interactions in the online learning environment. On occasions when I don’t 
understand some of my readings and assignments, I ask my professors for 
clarification. I have used student-student interaction in some cases, but definitely 
faculty-student interaction is more important to me than student-student 
interaction.  (Participant 2) 
There are a lot of benefits in using interactions in computer-mediated learning. 
The major advantage for me is that students appreciate to a higher degree the 
interactions with professors over interactions with fellow students. I choose 
faculty-student interaction because my professors set the emotional tone for our 
online interactions. They also give us positive feedback on assignments that help 
us become more successful in our online courses. (Participant 3) 
I prefer faculty-student interaction over student-student interaction because our 
professors provide us with prompt, specific, and uncritical feedback on our 
learning activities. (Participant 4) 
Interactions of any sort play a vital role in the online educational process. 
Teachers, professors, and instructors serve a useful purpose as moderators, guides, 




student-content interaction. On the other hand, student-student interaction is 
important, but on my scale of online learning interaction, student-student is the 
least of all. (Participant 5)   
Online learning is a self-directed activity, and it is a learner-centered approach, 
which enables us to develop autonomy and independence in our study habits. It 
also shifts the responsibility for learning on us. Having said this, sometimes it 
could be overwhelming, and faculty-student interaction may be the only source of 
receiving encouragement to stay the course. So, I choose faculty-student 
interaction over student-student interaction. (Participant 6)  
I was disappointed three times by my course mates when I asked about some 
content materials that I didn’t quite understand during our group presentation 
project. My group members told me they did not understand what we were 
expected to do, but it turned out that they all completed the assignment and I was 
the only person who did not submit any material for the project. As a result of that 
horrible experience, I think that student-student interaction did not really work for 
me. I therefore prefer to use faculty-student interaction. (Participant 7) 
Between faculty-student and student-student interacions, I use faculty-student 
interaction more frequently. The reason I use faculty-student interaction is 
because my professors give uncritical feedback on assignments and are supportive 
in encouraging me to achieve my goal. (Participant 8) 
For me interaction generally is important to the success of any online course 




interactions, and faculty-student interaction as second, and higher than student-
student interaction. Our professors are easily accessible, and their feedback, 
support, instructions, and directives on course materials are exemplary. 
(Participant 9) 
I will choose faculty-student interaction over student-student interaction because 
instructors encourage greater student participation in online learning activities by 
affirming our abilities, knowledge, and making positive comments about our 
online course discussions, postings, and presentatio s. (Participant 10) 
Professors acknowledge the diversity of our background and interests. They 
adequately facilitate our threaded discussions, give h ghly academic feedback, 
and are supportive when students have problems with content materials. Based on 
my experience in completing 42 credits of courses in my department with a 4.0 
GPA, I choose faculty-student interaction over student-student interaction. 
(Participant 11) 
Faculty-student interaction is an important component in the online learning 
process. As a result of my experience in taking 30 credits of online courses 
already in my department, I believe that faculty-student interaction is more 
important than student-student interaction because my professors encourage 
persistence in completing my course work, are supportive of my efforts, and are 
not competing with me as my colleagues do. They also provide prompt and 





My professors have content expertise, which is vital in explaining concepts and 
skills to us. Professors are able to guide, facilitte, encourage, support, and give 
uncritical and positive feedback. After completing 28 credits in my department, I 
believe that faculty-student interaction is more important than student-student 
interaction. (Participant 13)  
I have completed 36 credits in my department, and I value faculty-student 
interaction more than student-student interaction because our instructors are 
knowledgeable about the course content and they recommend appropriate 
additional resources to meet the needs of diverse larners like me. Instructors also 
set the emotional and intellectual tone for our online courses. They provide 
adequate and prompt feedback to help us improve our knowledge base and be 
successful in our online courses. (Participant 14) 
I believe that faculty-student interaction is more important than student-student 
interaction because my professors provide guidance for our group discussions, 
presentations, online course readings, and other online activities. Professors are 
able to identify students who are not fully participating in group online activities. 
Professors also encourage and motivate students to achieve success in online 
courses. (Participant 16) 
Faculty-student interaction is more important to me than student-student 
interaction. My professors are flexible with due dates, they give prompt and 
positive feedback, and they help us to identify course materials online. Most of 




over the website and it takes a lot of time finding i formation on the site. It will 
be a good idea to have all the information and materials we need properly 
organized online so that we don’t have to spend too much time searching for 
information on the website. (Participant 17) 
Faculty-student interaction is more important than student-student interaction 
because I trust my professors more than I trust my colleagues. Most of my 
instructors are very helpful and understand the situations under which we learn. 
However, sometimes it is difficult to match test questions to what is in the 
textbook. I have three concerns which I will like the department to address:  
(a) Quizzes and tests should match textbook/content of course. (b) More prompt 
reply from instructors when emailing back their comments on our work. (c) 
Streamline things, certain information that we need are in many areas online. It 
will help if everything we need for the course was in one place for easy access. 
(Participant 18) 
Only one participant said that student-student interaction is more important than faculty-
student interaction:  
I learn more in group discussions than independently. I feel more comfortable 
asking fellow course mates questions and tapping their knowledge than receiving 
instructions from professors or reading the course materials. I think I prefer 
student-student interaction to faculty-student interaction. (Participant 15)  
This minority view is consistent with findings in other studies. Johnson, Bishop, 




courses learned better from peers than from their inst uctors. Hendriks and Maor (2003) 
reported that peer interaction tends to help some online students learn better because 
online peers bring with them “pre-experiential knowledge” to online threaded 
discussions, which in turn promotes learning.  
Research Question 2 
How do students perceive and describe their learning experiences with online course 
content? 
Most studies of online learning have focused on howto present materials to 
learners; as a result, little attention has been devoted to the experiences and perceptions 
of students in the online learning environment (Gao & Lehman, 2003; Liaw & Huang, 
2000; Northrup, Lee, & Burgess, 2002; Zhang, 2005). In the current study, participants 
were asked to rank the four components of online course interactions in order of 
importance: faculty-student, student-content, student-student, and student character. 




















































































































































































































































Note. Responses ranged from 1 (most important) to 4 (least important).  
 
Relevant excerpts from interviews are as follows: 
I have taken 30 credits of online course in my university and I find that when the 
course content is clearly outlined, I feel that I will make a good grade in the 
course. (Participant 1) 
Student-content interaction is the most important because it contributed greatest to 
my successes so far in the online courses I have taken. When I understand what I 
am expected to do from the start to the end of the course, I am motivated to spend 
more time reviewing the course materials in order to achieve success regardless of 




Understanding the course calendar, syllabus, materials, and course descriptions is 
central to passing an online course. (Participant 5) 
While faculty-student interaction is necessary to explain difficult concepts, guide, 
and support students in the online education, student-content is the most important 
interaction that insures success with online courses. (Participant 6)  
All the four interactions in online courses are effective and important, but for me 
student-content interaction is the most important because it determines for me 
whether I will take an online course or not. I have lr ady taken 38 credits of 
online courses in my university and the only course in which I scored B is the 
course that I did not completely understand what is required in that course. For 
the other courses, I made As. (Participant 7) 
Student-content interaction is most important for me because my goal for taking a 
course is to get a very good grade, and for that to happen, I must thoroughly 
understand the course content. (Participant 9) 
Student-content is vitally important for me. If I have a good grasp of what the 
online course content involves, then I am most certainly going to pass the class 
with a good grade, other interactions notwithstanding. (Participant 11)  
Student-content is the epicenter of success in an onli e course. In my learning 
experience, student-content interaction made me feel really good at reading books 
and writing papers. (Participant 12)  
I took 36 credits prior to my current online course and I can testify that the driving 




materials, assignments, expected discussions, quizzes, tests, presentations, and 
due dates. Other interactions are of lesser importance to me. (Participant14) 
I registered to take online courses because they create opportunity for me to learn 
materials at my own time and pace. Whenever I have tim , I work on 2 to 3 weeks 
assignments, discussions, and presentations before the due dates. So, I pick 
student-content among others as the most important interaction in online course 
program. (Participant 15) 
A high student-content interaction motivates me to achieve highly. For me, 
student-content interaction is the most important interaction because clear 
expectations motivate me to achieve my goals. (Participant 16)  
I like faculty-student interaction because my professors do explain concepts to us 
and they serve as moderators and also support us every time we run into 
difficulties. However, if I don’t understand the course content, then I am not even 
going to register for that course. I can safely say th t student-content is the most 
important interaction in taking online courses for me. My perception of learning 
increased with a clear understanding of the course content. (Participant 17) 
Before now, I thought that faculty-student interaction is the most important factor 
in online courses until this interview because I used to take the course content for 
granted. I have completed 36 credits of online courses and it is vitally important 
to me to understand course content before taking the course. So, I now know that 




first factor that I consider before registering to take an online course.  
(Participant 18)  
Moore (1999) defined student-content interaction as “the process of intellectually 
interacting with the content that results in changes in the learner’s understanding, the 
learner’s perspective, or the cognitive structures of the learner’s mind” (p. 2). For Moore, 
student-content interaction defines education, for without it, education cannot occur. In 
the current study, 13 of 18 participants said student-content was the most important 
interaction based on their experiences with online courses (see Table 7). 
Table 7 
Most Important Interactions 
































Note. Percentage of participants responding to their choice f interactions. 





Ranking of Four Interaction Preferences 
       1st       2nd       3rd       4th 











































































Note. The most frequent responses are shown in bold. 
 
The results of this study suggest that students who prefer to interact with course 
content believed that they achieved higher success in the online courses at UWS in terms 
of scores, completing assignments, quizzes, discussions, presentations, and tests. 
Participants were asked what grades they received in the r first and last course in their 
first year of taking online courses. These results are shown in Table 9. 
Table 9 
 






























































































Results of this study indicate a relationship betwen a preference for student-
content interaction and grades in online courses. Participants 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12, 14, 
15, 16, 17, and 18 chose student-content as the most i portant interaction in their online 
course program, and all of them received a grade of A in both online courses they 
reported on. These results are consistent with a study by Fredericksen, Pickett, Shea, 
Pelz, and Swan (2000), who found that students who interacted more with content in their 
online courses also reported the highest level of learning. Similarly, Reisetter et al. (2007) 
reported that in their study of online courses, learn r-content interaction was rated 
highest. In the same vein, Vrasida (2000) stated that “student-content interaction is the 
fundamental form of interaction on which all education is based” (p. 12), a view echoed 
by Tuovinen (2000); Cuthrell and Lyon (2007); and Rovai, Ponton, Wighting, and Baker 
(2007). Earlier, Moore (1993) had argued that student-content interaction is “the defining 
characteristic of education” (p. 3). A counter example is Jing and Ting (2000), who found 
that faculty-student interaction was most important in an online course program.  
Time Spent Online per Week 
Participants were asked how many hours they spent onli e with content materials, 
course assignments, and interactions with instructos and fellow students. Responses are 





Hours Per Week Spent on Online Courses (N = 18) 








2 - - 16  
4 - - 2  
6 - - -  
8 - 2 -  
10 - 4 -  
12 - 12 - - 
14 2 - - 2 
16 3 - - 3 
18 - - - - 
20 13 - -   13 
 
As Table 10 shows, participants spent the same amount of time on content 
materials and course assignments. Participants explained that when they are online 
reading content materials, they are also completing their course assignments. Data 
analysis revealed that 72% of participants reported that they spend 20 hours online per 
week reading content materials and completing their assignments, 22% spend 16 hours 
,and 11% spend 14 hours. Responses also revealed tht 22% of participants spend 6 hours 
per week interacting with instructors, 44% spend 8 hours, 12% spend 10 hours, and 22% 
spend 12 hours interacting with instructors per week. Finally, responses indicated that 
89% of participants spend 2 hours interacting with fellow students, and 11% spend 4 
hours in such interaction.  
Participants were asked, “How comfortable are you with the use of computer to 
access your online courses? All 18 participants said they are very comfortable with the 




computer until I took my first mandatory course in computer online in my first semester. 
Now, I am as comfortable and confident in computer se as any other student,” 
Perception of Online Courses 
Do you perceive that the online courses met your expectations?   
All 18 participants said the online courses met their expectations. 
Do you perceive that the online methods of course content delivery met your 
expectations?  
Thirteen participants (72%) said current methods of content delivery are 
satisfactory, and five (28%) wanted the method to include web conferencing. Current 
methods include Blackboard, Internet video streaming, course CD, and downloadable 
files. 
Do you perceive that the online course discussions met your expectations?  
Online course discussions involve students logging o to Blackboard and posting 
responses to other students’ posts. Seventeen partici nts (94%) stated that online course 
discussions did not meet their expectations. They said they did not gain much from the 
discussions and would prefer to work independently. One stated that faculty should 
design better group projects so that students will interact more. Only one participant said 
discussions with other students helped in understanding the content. 
Do you perceive that the online student-student interactions met your expectations?  
Seventeen participants (94%) stated that they do not care about student-student 





Do you perceive that the online student-instructor interactions met your expectations?  
Sixteen participants (89%) said that online student-instructor interactions met 
their expectations, although three would like to see faster feedback from instructors. 
Do you perceive that in the online course, student-content interactions met your 
expectations?  
All the participants said the course content was what t ey expected. A 
representative comment is as follows: 
The course content is a determining factor for me to nroll in a course; if I like the 
course content I am in. For the past two years in this university, I can tell you that 
the course content has been ideal and the presentation well deserving of my 
commendation. 
What changes would you suggest for course content delivery? 
Fourteen participants (78%) said they want the current delivery methods to 
continue unchanged. Four (22%) want the faculty to intr duce web conferencing as a 
course delivery method.  
Age 
Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 40 years. Age did not seem to be a factor in 
the four interactions studied. Older participants’ responses regarding comfort with 
computers were not different from younger participants. This result is in contrast to 
Roach and Lemasters (2006), who found that age was a predictor in students’ use of 
computers. However, findings in the current study are consistent with Rodriguez et al. 




electronic communication technology did not determine student success in the online 
program” (p. 109). Perkins, Wellman, and Wellman (2009) found differences between 
older and younger students regarding the type of feedback they received, the kind of 
citations they made, and type of questions they asked. Participants in this study were 
asked about their comfort with computer use prior to enrollment in online courses at 
UWS. The findings showed that participants’ ages did not show any difference with 
comfort in using computers. Some of the responses are t ted below: 
I am 38 years old and I am highly computer savvy, so taking online courses posed 
no problems. I enjoy taking online courses and making PowerPoint presentations, 
posting discussions, and helping the younger studens in my group with 
PowerPoint presentations. (Participant 12) 
I am 19 years old. I used computer tools to make presentations in high school, but 
I did not consider myself a computer guru prior to taking online courses here in 
the university. I learned quite a lot about computer se in my two mandatory 
courses and I am now comfy with computer tools. (Participant 3) 
The responses by three of the participants represent d the general opinion of all 
participants in this study. In the current study, previous computer knowledge was not 
predicted by age. 
Implications for Social Change 
Shale and Garrison (1990) stated that “in its most fundamental form, education is 
an interaction among instructor, student, and subject content” (p. 1). The current study 




learner, learner-learner, and learner character) influe ce postsecondary students’ 
perceptions of online courses. The study’s purpose is consistent with Koohang and 
Durante’s (2003) contention that students’ perceptions of online learning are critical to 
their motivation and success, and with Arbaugh and Rau (2007), who argued that 
interaction in an online learning environment is important because it influences students’ 
satisfaction and academic success.  
This study can promote positive social change by offering postsecondary 
instructors and online facilitators a better understanding of the learning experiences and 
perceptions of students in online courses. Results of this study confirm that instructional 
design should be student-friendly. Participants said they would like to see their course 
content materials more readily accessible with links, rather than having to spend hours 
searching for materials. They want course materials to focus more on objectives, goals, 
and learner expectations. They want better communication devices to access course 
materials online, including individual and group video conferencing. They want 
instructors to be more engaging in their interactions with students. Feedback should be 
timely, constructive, nonthreatening, positive, and corrective. 
This study will enable university administrators to design training workshops for 
faculty to improve their interactions with students. I  will also show designers of higher 
education online programs that enrollment increases in online education must be 
accompanied by attention to students’ needs. In light of the low importance participants 




find ways to build greater community among online learners. Online students will benefit 
from carefully designed courses that take into consideration their perceptions and needs. 
Review of Literature 
There continues to be substantial growth in online e rollment in postsecondary 
institutions, as reported by the Babson Survey Research Group’s annual survey of more 
than 2,500 colleges and universities (Allen & Seaman, 2014). According to the report, the 
number of students enrolled in at least one online course increased from 6.7 million in 
2011 to 7.1 million in t 2012. The researchers alsopredicted that by 2013, most higher 
institutions in the country will offer at least one online course.  
With the progressive annual growth in online learning enrollment, the need for a 
thorough understanding of online learners’ experiences and perceptions cannot be 
overemphasized. Studies examining the experiences and perceptions of students in online 
learning are sparse (Gilbert, Morton, & Rowley, 2007; Lei & Gupta, 2010; Smart & 
Cappel, 2006; Wang, 2004). Nichols (2010) stated that most research on online learning 
has focused more on pedagogy than on students’ experi nc s. Nevertheless, students are 
the most important part of any online learning environment (Benneth, Maton, & Kervin, 
2008; Lint, 2013; Wintera, Cottona, Gavina, & Yorkeb, 2010). A clearer understanding 
of the experiences and perceptions of learners will help postsecondary institutions 
improve delivery strategies and assure students’ success (Moore, Dickson-Dean, & 




In a study at Universiti Sains Malaysia, Siti Sarah and Issham (2011) concluded 
that online students’ experiences should be further researched to ensure that content 
delivery meets learners’ expectations: 
The e-learning portal in the School of Distance Education has been perceived to 
be pedagogically effective. . . . More investigation needs to be carried out of how 
we could improve the portal to include friendlier design and recover the 
robustness of the delivery platform by examining the experiences and perceptions 
of students in the program. (p. 57)  
Other researchers have reached a similar conclusion (Bekele, 2010; Vonderwell, Liang, 
& Alderman, 2007). Jung (2012) claimed that “there have been few efforts to investigate 
the concept of quality from learners’ perspectives or to incorporate their needs and 
perceptions in quality standards in distance education” (p. 94). He stated that this dearth 
of investigation 
is rather surprising, particularly in distance education contexts where the quality 
of the learning is not derived only from the products and services delivered to the 
learner but also from the knowledge, understanding, a d relationships that are co-
developed by both teachers and learners during the teaching and learning 
processes. (p. 101) 
Yueng and Yang (2010) noted that because rapid technological development and the 
technical savviness of students in online courses, it is important to puruse further studies 




The current study was based on Moore’s (1993) transactional distance theory. 
Other researchers have also appropriated Moore’s thory (Andersen, 2003; Bender, 2003; 
Dennen, Darabi, & Smith, 2007; Kang & Gyorke, 2008; Karatas, 2008; McGill & Hobbs, 
2008; Swan, 2002; Zhang, 2003), but no one has used it to examine online students’ 
perceptions of their course experience. This study used the four interaction factors of 
Moore’s distance theory to examine the experiences and perceptions of online students at 
UWS. 
In the current study, participants’ reported that teir most important interaction 
was with course content. This view is consistent with results from a study by Hannay and 
Newvine (2006), who reported that “students felt a greater level of connection with the 
curriculum than they felt with the instructors” (p. 130). Sheridan and Kelly (2010) found 
that students were more likely to be motivated if they clearly understood what is expected 
of them, rather than being motivated by relationship  with instructors. Galy, Downey, and 
Johnson (2011) concluded that learner-content interac ion plays the most important role 
in ensuring that online students are successful. Nister and Neubauer (2010) stated that 
learner content is the most important factor in the successful implementation of an online 
program. Swan (2001) cited three factors—“clarity of design, interaction with instructors, 
and active discussion among course participants—as influencing students’ satisfaction 
and perceived learning (p. 307).  
On the other hand, Mazzolini and Maddison (2003) focused on the instructor-
student relationship and observed that instructor postings and the method of course 




number of student postings in response to instructo requests did not necessarily reflect 
their learning experiences. Rather, the quality of course design is of prime importance. 
Capra (2011) asserted that learner-instructor interac ion could become as vital to online 
education as learner-content interaction if instructors are able to provide more effective 
and immediate feedback, give clear instructions, and exercise diligence in response to 
students’ questions. Moore and Kearsley (2012) stated that feedback from instructors 
should be short, unambiguous, effective, and immediat .  
Some researchers have described the student-student relationship as vital in the 
successful implementation of online programs (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Crisp, 2010; 
Edwards & Helvie-Mason, 2010; Rose, 2009; Farnsworth & Bevis, 2009). According to 
Picciano (2002), 
The success of many online courses is dependent upo the nature of student to 
student and student to faculty interaction. However, how interaction affects 
learning outcomes and what are the relationships between the two is a complex 
pedagogical phenomenon in need of further study. (p. 33) 
A contrary view was expressed by Xue, Yan, Chuan-Hoo, and Hock-Hai (2007), who 
concluded that interactions among students taking the same online course may not 
correlate with student satisfaction. On the other hand, Rovai (2007) stated that instructors 
should encourage student-student interaction becaus each student helps the other to learn 
and as a result, all members of a class are actively involved in the online learning process. 
Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, and Zvacek (2012) argued that student interaction with 




student satisfaction. Other researchers have concluded that students can improve their 
learning experience and become more successful throug  by sharing of ideas, skills, and 
concepts among themselves (Alden, 2010; Bradley, 2011; Kapur, 2011; Smyth, 2011).  
Jungjoo (2013) studied interaction among students in online courses and found 
that they were not interested in collaborating with each other because the course content 
was easy to understand. Jungjoo also noteed that the digital world has made it easy to 
find information for oneself. This ability is part of what Bandura (1994) called self-
efficacy: “people’s beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of 
performance that exercise influence over events that affect their lives” (p. 71). Self-
regulatory behavior is important in any educational setting, but especially in an online 
learning envivornment (Bandura, 1997; Christensen, Horn, & Johnson, 2008; 
Zimmerman, 2002). Indeed, several researchers have concluded that self-efficacy among 
students has increased because of technological deve opment (Rudestam & Newton, 




Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 
 In this section, I will reflect on the findings ofthis study as well as discuss the 
strengths and limitations of this research study. This section will also show my reflections 
as a researcher, recommendations for action, and recommendation for further research 
studies. 
Strengths and Limitations 
A potential limitation of case studies is that a researcher could allow ambiguous 
information “or biased views to influence the direction of the findings and conclusions” 
(Yin, 2009, p. 14). In this study, I minimized that possibility by engaging in bracketing, a 
process of identifying potential bias and then setting aside (bracketing) any preconceived 
notions that might interfere with objective data collection and analysis. Bracketing, 
according to Tufford (2010), is a “method used in qualitative research to mitigate the 
potentially deleterious effects of preconceptions that may taint the research process” (p. 
83). Reliability is the extent to which a study can be replicated by another researcher 
following the same procedures and obtaining similar results (Yin, 2009). Reliability in 
this study was strengthened by reporting the interview protocol used, relaying 
information by participants in their own words,  and triangulating data (Creswell, 2009; 
Lodico et al., 2006; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2011; Yin, 2009). The data collected from 
participants were analyzed, and the apriori themes that emerged were directed related to 
the four factors of Moore’s Distance Theory (1993). 
Despite these provisions, the current study did have limitations. One was sample 




taken a minimum of 12 units of online coursework in nursing, business administration, or 
environmental resource management. Results from the study may not be applicable to 
other universities or departments.  The sample size of 18 student participants was chosen 
because a larger sample size may warrant a longer length of research time in the field and 
the likelihood of saturation was considered before limiting the sample size to 18. Also, 
since no statistical test was planned, the sample size was deemed adequate for this study. 
In order to remediate the limitations and ensure the validity of this study, I hired an 
independent reviewer to examine and scrutinize the interview data.  Finally, I considered 
the purpose of the study and the two research questions designed for this study, and 
decided that a sample size of 18 will adequately provide enough data for analysis and 
interpretation. 
Recommendations for Action 
It is clear from the study data that instructor interactions with students in UWS’s 
online program should be reviewed, with an emphasis given on timely feedback to 
students. Course materials should be made easily accessible without technical hitches. 
The amount of audio-video course materials should be increased. University leaders 
should also incorporate mandatory individual and group video conferencing at least once 
a term to improve faculty-student and student-student interactions according to most 
participants’ responses. 
Student-student interaction in this online course program should be improved by 
developing strategies to build a greater sense of community among students. Although 




faculty-student interaction as most important to them, two of the participants informed 
me during the interview that they had experienced dlayed electronic mail response from 
instructors. This view was expressed by about 56% of the study participants. They also 
said they would like to see information on their department website reorganized to make 
it more student-friendly. Three other participants oted that they had difficulty matching 
test questions and quizzes against textbook readings.  
Recommendations for Further Study 
Online course programs are predicted to continue growing, and the challenges 
facing online learners are expected to require ongoing attention (Allen & Seaman, 2011; 
Brown & Wrisley, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 2013). Participants in this study were asked how 
they see their online courses in the next 5 years. Participant 4 said that “the long-term 
plan of the university is to continue to increase enrollment in the online program and it 
will have significant problems with interactions and content delivery if the university 
neglects [to] study reports such as yours” (i.e., the current study). Another participant 
said, “There should be more research studies in our university to explore the drop-out 
rates and reasons why students do not interact effectively in the online program.” 
Participant 15 said,” I would like to see a research study exploring the views and opinions 
of our professors on the online program in our college.” It is important for the university 
administration to commission more studies in the near future to examine interactions 
between students in the online program. The university authorities should also conduct 
research to asses students’ satisfaction as the enrollment in online programs continues to 




online learning, “policy-makers and practitioners need to know about the effectiveness of 
Internet-based, interactive online learning approaches and need information about the 
conditions under which online learning is effective” (p. 1). Future studies at UWS should 
also examine ways to increase student-student interaction in the online learning 
environment in order to encourage a sense of community among students taking the same 
online course. 
Researcher’s Reflections 
My experience as an adult online learner for over 5 years pales in comparison to 
the experience gained from this study. Because I thoug t it would be difficult to eliminate 
personal bias in conducting this study, I hired an independent reviewer to assist me. It 
turned out that my experiences as an older adult learner were different from those of 
participants in this study. I started my online doctoral program already having a good job, 
whereas many participants in this study said they enrolled in an online program to have 
the prospect of a better job and live the American dream. Some of the participants said 
that they enrolled because they want to become the first in their family to graduate. 
Others stated that they enrolled because online education is cheaper and enables them to 
learn at their own pace. Several participants said that they enrolled in an online program 
because they already had families and could not attend traditional classes due to 







Many researchers have examined interaction as a vital component in students’ 
success in postsecondary online courses (Bruning, 2005; Burnett et al., 2007; Coombs-
Richardson, 2007; Crane, 2011; Fresen, 2007; Greene, 2008; Kearsley, 2000; Kim, Liu, 
& Bonk, 2005; Laser, 2011; McBrien et al., 2009; Moore, 1993; Northrup, 2001; Sutton, 
2001; Thorpe & Godwin, 2006; Walker, 2005; Yildiz & Chang, 2003). However, as 
noted by Laser (2011), no prior studies addressed students’ perceptions of their learning 
experiences in an online environment. This doctoral study is the first to consider online 
students’ experiences and perceptions in light of four interaction factors: student-content, 
faculty-student, student-student, and student charater.  
One attraction of online learning is that it enables students to learn at their own 
leisure and pace (Cuthrell & Lyon, 2007; Rovai, Ponton, Wighting, & Baker, 2007). In 
this study, 72% of participants in this study rated student-content interaction as most 
important. As one of the participant stated “Properly designed content material with 
clearly stated objectives, goals, assignments, due dates, quizzes, tests, and expectations 
sets the tone for the entire course.” Another participant said, “If there is ambiguity of any 
form with the content materials, I will not take the course.” Asked whether it would 
matter if the instructor was well liked by students, this interviewee said, “It does not 
matter who the instructor is. I will not register fo  a course that I don’t clearly understand 
what I am expected to do.” Another said, “If the course content is not interesting, I will 
not take the course. I will read the course content to determine how interesting it will turn 




The view of most of the participants was that student-content interaction was the 
most important predictor that shapes the perceptions and learning experiences of the 
participants at UWS. According to most of the participants, understanding the content in 
itself is a motivation to take the course. This conforms to the assertion made by D’Souza 
and Maheshwari (2010) that online courses should have in built motivational factors to 
sustain the interest of students. It is therefore vital that UWS administration should pay 
close attention to the design of their online courses to ensure course content clarity and 
easy accessibility. Some of the participants also said that easily accessible and intuitive 
online course content made them more successful. One participant suggested that “with 
the pace of technological advancement, the university should be thinking of providing 
students with audio-video lectures” to augment the current textbook readings as a way of 
improving student-content interaction. I believe that the UWS administration should 
incorporate audio-video lectures as part of the online learning delivery tool. There is a 
likelihood of passing the cost of the audio-video lctures to students as part of their 
tuition. This is something the administration will have to consider. Four participants 
(22%) stated that they would like to see web conferencing as part of the instructional 
delivery method. This is also an excellent idea, but the university administration will 
have to make the final decision because of the cost component. 
Fourteen participants (77%) chose faculty-student interaction when asked to 
choose which interaction they would rate second to student-content. Several said that 
instructor feedback response time could be improved, one claiming that it took more than 




participants also described having received negative feedback from an instructor. One of 
the participants said that feedback should be “timely, detailed, specific, motivational, 
supportive, nonthreatening, and positive.” Another participant suggested that “the 
university should ensure that all instructors undergo online professional training on 
feedback response.” Several participants expressed sentiments similar to this one: 
“Alternative modes of communication like video conferencing should be mandatory for 
students with their instructors to discuss issues arising from the online course and make 
suggestions for improvement at least once per term.” Summing up, Participant 4 said, 
“After considering the course content, the other important factor that I will consider is the 
instructor. Is he/she mean, kind, friendly, or strict? Positive answers to these questions 
will help me decide if I want to take the course or n t.” As many authors have reported 
(Crisp, 2009; Ehrenberg, 2010, Wintera, Cottona, Gavina, & Yorkeb, 2010), faculty-
instruction is vital to the success of online courses. Delayed and negative feedbacks are 
major issues raised by over 60% of the participants in his study regarding faculty-student 
interaction. The university administration needs to take a very critical note of this issue 
and take necessary steps to remedy instructor feedback to ensure they are timely, non-
critical, effective, and respectful.   
Asked to rate the third-most important interaction factor, 13 participants (72%) 
chose student character. Most participants said that taking an online course presupposes 
that a student can navigate the Internet. Three participants (17%) said they were not 
initially proficient using computers, but after three to four online courses they now feel 




If any online student lacks knowledge of basic Inter et surfing, such a student will 
rely more on colleagues for assistance. I had a friend last year who had little 
knowledge about using the Internet to access materials. She was an older lady and 
I showed her how to navigate the Internet. Three weks later she was good at it.  
Another important personal attribute for academic success is motivation. One interviewee 
said, “Before contemplating taking an online course, I believe that I am quite ready to 
make time to complete the course. . . . If I am not m ivated, I will drop out.” From the 
responses by the study participants, it is my view that self-motivation played a vital role 
in their perceptions and learning experiences of the online courses. According to Russell 
(2013) motivation in online studies is a vital component of student satisfaction. 
Acknowledging this view, Robb and Sutton (2014) in their study reported that “building 
student motivation by utilizing technology will aid in overcoming the challenges of 
online learning and improving success” (p.54). Other authors that have affirmed in their 
studies that motivation is an important factor in online learning are (Afzal, Ali, Khan, & 
Hamid, 2010; Daniels, 2010; Gregory, Horsham-Brathwite, Queenan, & Skott, 2010; 
Nonis, & Hudson, 2010). 
Seventeen participants (94%) rated student-student interaction as the least important of 
all four of the interaction components. Most participants said that because online courses 
necessitate self-directed and motivated learners, a student does not need to depend on 
colleagues to succeed. As one participant put it, “How can you depend on a colleague 
you don’t even know that well or see?” Another participant said, “Before enrolling in an 




someone else, you may as well give yourself an F grade.” Another interviewee bluntly 
stated, “I don’t really care about my colleagues because I know I can be successful 
without anyone. This is an online class and not a social organization.” Perhaps this 
opinion is consistent with my experience in online learning. I prefer to complete my 
assignments alone than work in a group. Poor group dynamics tends to weaken the 
morale and destroy the essence of group activity leading to failure or poor grades in 
online courses. Therefore, some students may believe that the online program is best 
suited for students who prefer to work alone than work in a group. 
Participants were asked what could be done to improve student-student 
interaction. They said that designers of online programs could incorporate mandatory 
video conferencing between students as part of the curriculum. They also suggested more 
group activities, such as video conferencing, that would increase interaction with 
colleagues. Other group activities that some participants suggested included creating 
multiple opportunities for students to discuss issue , events, and ideas in pairs and in 
small online groups of three or four students. Some participants also suggested that the 
instructors provide well designed and engaging small group projects and activities. 
Moller, Foshay, and Huett (2008) stated that “our educational system is producing 
learners who prefer to interact with the content and the instructor, but not each other” (p. 
72). In a study by Reisetter et al. (2007), online earners rated student-content as the most 
important interaction, stating that when course content is carefully designed with clear 
expectations, it is the optimal interaction factor in online learning. Northrup (2009) also 




from the current study confirm these earlier results. The lesson for educators is clear: The 
best guarantee of student success in online programs is well-designed courses. 
Results of this study indicate that course design, instructor-learner interaction, 
learner character, and learner-learner interactions all determine learner satisfaction and 
success in an online learning environment. Participants would like to see improved 
course design and delivery methods, including instructor training to give immediate, 
unambiguous, and nonthreatening feedback. Participants also indicated support for the 
continuation of mandatory freshman computer-use courses, and they recommended new 
social communication tools to foster learner-learner i teraction. It was also possible as I 
found out during the interview that delayed feedback tended to have negative impact in 
study participants’ communication with faculty. The impact of immediate feedback 
prevented faculty from giving the necessary support and motivation to participants in this 
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Appendix A: Invitation Letter 
Dear Online Student: 
I am a doctoral (EdD) student at Walden University. I am carrying out a 
qualitative research under the supervision of Dr. Felicia Blacher-Wilson. My proposed 
research will examine the learning experiences and perceptions of students in online 
courses at your university. The focus of my study is in three online departments of 
business administration, criminal justice, and nursing. Participation in this study is 
voluntary. The interview will take approximately 30-40 minutes to complete and the 
date, time, and place of interview will be at your discretion.  Responses obtained from 
you during the interview will be kept confidential and anonymous. 
The research interview questions have been approved by Walden University 
Institutional Review Board. If you wish to participate, please complete the bottom part of 
this letter. If you have any questions concerning this research, please contact me or Dr. 
Felicia Blacher-Wilson at the following numbers: 
Dr. Felicia Blacher-Wilson 
1-985-764-3242 
Email: Felicia.blacher-wilson@waldenu.edu 
Alex A Nwankwo 
1-818-939-9180 
Email: alex.nwankwo@waldenu.edu   
Please complete the following: 




Appendix B: Informed Consent Form (Pilot Study) 
 
You are invited to take part in a pilot study designed to improve and validate an 
interview guide and interviewing process. This intervi w guide will be used to conduct 
in-depth, open ended interviews on the learning experiences and perceptions of students 
enrolled in online courses at a privately owned university in the western states. 
Eligibility  
 
To be eligible to participate in this pilot study, you must be a student aged 18 years and 
above at the university who have taken at least 12 units of online courses in Nursing, 
Business Administration, or Criminal Justice departments. This consent form serves to 
provide you basic information about this pilot study to help you decide whether you 
want to take part. This study is being conducted by researcher Alex A Nwankwo, who is 
a doctoral student at Walden University. 
Background Information 
 
The purpose of this pilot study is to improve and validate an interview guide and 
interviewing process which will be used to examine th  learning experiences and 
perceptions of students enrolled in online nursing, business administration, and criminal 
justice courses in a privately owned university in the western states (UWS). 
Procedures 
 
If you agree to participate in this pilot study, you will be requested to: 
 




number, and or your Instant Messenger identification for ease of 
communication with you. 
• Participate in a tape recorded, interactive interview that will provide the 
researcher with answers to open ended questions over the phone, email, or 
face to face. 
• Provide objective feedback that identifies ambiguous, offensive, or confusing 
questions in order to assist the researcher to improve the interview guide. 
• Provide feedback that may or may not be positive. Your feedback will 
ensure that offensive, confusing, and ambiguous quetions are identified 
and corrected to lend validity to the research study. 
Participation in the pilot study will last approximately 15 to 20 minutes. The venue, 
date, and time of the interview will be at your discretion. You can reschedule the 
interview at any time to suit your schedule. 
You can withdraw participation from the pilot study at any time without any 
repercussions. Clarifications of your response may be requested through face-to-face, 
emails, Instant Messenger, or Skype. 
Voluntary Nature of the Pilot Study 
 
Your participation in this pilot study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision 
whether to participate in the study or not. If you decide to join the pilot study now, you 
can still change your mind during or after the study. You may stop at any time. 





Involvement in a study can involve some minor risk such as fatigue, having to sit for a 
period of time to engage in the interview process or tress when having to respond to 
certain questions. As you participate in this pilot study you may experience fatigue or 




The potential benefits of this study are:  
Participants in this pilot study may feel empowered that they contributed to a research 
study that sheds light on a better understanding of online learning experiences from 
students’ perspectives. 
 
The feedback from participants will ensure that the int rview guide and interviewing 
process are valid for conducting the research. 
Compensation for Participation 
 
There will be no compensation for participating in this pilot study.  
Privacy 
Any information you provide will be kept confidential and the researcher will not use 
your personal information for any purposes outside of this pilot study. Also, the 
researcher will not include your name or anything else that could identify you in the pilot 
study or in the research report. Pseudonyms will be used for all pilot study participants 




only to the researcher and committee member. 
Contacts and Questions 
 
You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may 
contact the researcher via email at alex.nwankwo@waldenu.edu or by telephone at 818-
939-9180. If you want to know more about this pilot study you can email Dr. Felicia 
Blacher-Wilson who is the supervising faculty for this study at felicia.blacher-
wilson@waldenu.edu. If you want to talk privately about your rights as a participant, you 
can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She is the Walden University representative who can 
discuss this with you. Her phone number is 1-800-925 3368, extension 1210. 
Walden University’s approval number for this study is IRB 10-31-12-0175785 and it 
expires on October 30, 2013. You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your 
records. 
Statement of Consent 
 
I have read the above information and I feel I understand the study well enough 
to make a decision about my involvement. 
By replying to this email with the words “I consent”, I understand that I am agreeing to 
the terms described above. 
…………………………………………………………………………………… 





Appendix C: Informed Consent Form (Main Study) 
You are invited to take part in a case study research on the learning experiences and 
perceptions of students enrolled in online courses at a privately owned university in the 
western states. The researcher is inviting students aged 18 years and above at the 
university who have taken at least 12 units of online courses in Nursing, Business 
Administration, or Criminal Justice departments. This consent form serves to provide you 
basic information about this study to help you deci whether you want to take part. This 




The purpose of this study is to examine the learning experiences and perceptions of 
students enrolled in online nursing, business administration, and criminal justice courses 
in a privately owned university in the western states (UWS). 
Procedures 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be requested to: 
• Provide the researcher with your email, Skype identifica ion, telephone 
number, and or your Instant Messenger identification for ease of 
communication with you. 
• Participate in a face to face interview that will last approximately 30 to 40 
minutes. 




• You can reschedule the interview at any time to suit your schedule. 
• You can withdraw participation from the study at any time without any 
repercussions. 
• Clarifications of your response may be requested through face-to-face, 
emails, Instant Messenger, or Skype. 
• Transcribed data from the questionnaire and interview will be sent back to 
you by email at a later date for verification and authentication of data before 
findings are reported. Here are some sample questions: 
1. Please tell me about a typical school day with your online course? 
a. How many hours do you spend online on one course? 
b. How many courses are you currently taking? 
2. Let us talk about your experience with the first online course, what was your 
experience with that first course? 
a. How many other courses did you take thereafter? 
b. How many courses have you taken to date? 
c. What has motivated you to continue taking online courses?  
Voluntary Nature of the Study 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision 
whether to participate in the study or not. If you decide to join the study now, you 
can still change your mind during or after the study. You may stop at any time. 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study 
 
Involvement in a study can involve some minor risk such as fatigue, having to sit for a 




certain questions. As you participate in this study you may experience fatigue or 




The potential benefits of this study are: 
• A better understanding of online learning experiences from students’ 
perspectives.  
• Assist online faculty and university administrators understand the factors that 
motivate students and help them sustain enrollments. 
• Assist postsecondary institutions enact curricular reforms that will make the 
learning experience of online students more fruitful. 
• Provide a foundation for further research, will be a resource for entrepreneurs 
desiring to start new institutions of higher education offering online programs. 
• The ultimate beneficiaries will be students because improving their academic 
experience is the ultimate goal of any curricular and pedagogical reform. 
Compensation for Participation 
 
At the end of the interview process you will receive a $5.00 Starbucks gift card 
from the researcher as a thank you gift for your participation in this study. 
Privacy 
 
Any information you provide will be kept confidential and the researcher will not use 
your personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the 




study reports. Pseudonyms (BA1-BA6; NS1-NS6; CJ1-CJ6) will be used for all study 
participants and data will be kept secure by the res archer in a password protected 
database accessible only to the researcher and committee embers. Data will be kept 
for a period of at least 5 years, as required by Walden University. 
Contacts and Questions 
 
You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may 
contact the researcher via email at alex.nwankwo@waldenu.edu or by telephone at 
818-939-9180. If you want to know more about this study you can email Dr. Felicia 
Blacher-Wilson who is the supervising faculty for this study at felicia.blacher-
wilson@waldenu.edu. If you want to talk privately about your rights as a participant, 
you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She is the Walden University representative who can 
discuss this with you. Her phone number is 1-800-925 3368, extension 1210. 
Walden University’s approval number for this study is IRB 10-31-12-0175785 and it 
expires on October 30, 2013. You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your 
records.  
Statement of Consent 
I have read the above information and I feel I understand the study well enough to make 
a decision about my involvement. 
By replying to this email with the words “I consent”, I understand that I am agreeing to 
the terms described above.  




Appendix D: Interview Questions 
 
1. Please tell me about a typical school day with your online program? 
a.  How many hours do you spend online on one course? 
b. How many courses are you currently taking? 
2. I want you to recall the first time you wanted to take an online course, obviously 
there were so many things you considered before taking the course.  
a. What did you consider before taking the course? 
b. What course did you take? 
c. Tell me about your expectations of the course?  
3. Now, let us talk about your experience with the first online course, what was your 
experience with that first course? 
a. How many other courses did you take thereafter? 
b. How many courses have you taken to date? 
c. What has motivated you to continue taking online courses? 
4. I am sure that there are courses you enjoyed and some that you did not. Can you 
tell me about one course that you liked and why? 
a. Now, tell me about one other course that you did not like, and why? 
5. Having taken so many online courses within a short pe iod of time, how would 
you describe your learning experiences? 
a. Tell me what advice you would give to a new student intending to enroll 
in an online course in your program? 
6. Please tell me about your online content delivery –what methods of delivery are 
adopted for your courses? 
a. Which of the methods do you find effective and why? 
b. Do you find it easy to access online course information?  
c. Do you perceive the online course information to be ad quate, why or why 
not? 
d. Can you describe your comfort level with computer use? 
7. Please describe what you think the ideal online course delivery process would be 
like; considering the current delivery process in place in your university? 
8. In your opinion, what impact do instructors have on the online courses? 
a. How do you feel about the level of interaction with instructors in your 
program? 
b. When does these interactions occur and how often?  
9. Now tell me about your interaction with other students in your program: How 




a. What is the method of interaction? 
b. How beneficial are the interactions? 
10. You will recall that the first question I asked was about your considerations, 
reactions, and expectations of online courses. Based on the number of courses you 
have taken so far and your experiences with online courses. How do you perceive 
online courses in your program? 
a. How has your expectations of online courses changed? (probe for reasons 
of change). 
11. Now let us talk about the challenges you encounter i  your online courses. 
a. What types of challenges do you encounter in your online program? 
b. How frequent? 
c. What efforts are made by the administrators and faculty to resolve the 
challenges? 
12. I have one last question for you but I will understand if you would like to stop or 
take a break. Would you mind if I ask about your age group 18-31, 32 and up? 
 
Thank you so much for your time, patience, and detailed responses to my questions. 
Here is the Starbucks gift card I promised at the end of the interview. 
Thank you and I will be contacting you again shortly to clarify any ambiguities in this 
interview if necessary and I will send you a copy of the interview transcript for review 




Appendix E: Research Questionnaire 
1. Gender  
(a) Male  (b) Female 
2. Age 
(a) 18-31  (b) 32 and up 
3. Course 
(a) BA1, BA2, BA3, BA4, BA5, BA6 (b) NS1, NS2, NS3, NS4, NS5, NS6     
(c) CJ1, CJ2, CJ3, CJ4, CJ5, CJ6 
4. Number of courses taken to date: 
(a) Less than 12 units (b) 12 units or more 
5. How many hours do you spend on your online course? 
Reading instructional materials _____hrs. 
Interaction with instructor  _____hrs. 
Interaction with other students _____hrs. 
Participation in online courses  _____ hrs. 
Course assignments  ___hrs. 
6. Time spent on course 
(a) I feel that I spend adequate time on my courses. 
(b) I feel I spend just the right amount of time on my courses. 
(c) I feel I don’t spend enough time on my courses. 
(d) I feel I need to spend more time on my courses. 
7. How comfortable are you with the use of computer to access your online 
courses? 
(a) I am comfortable with the use of computer to access my online courses and 
materials. 
(b) I am somehow comfortable with the use of computer to access my online courses 
and materials. 
(c) I am not all that comfortable with the use of computer to access my online 
courses and materials. 
(d) I am not at all comfortable with the use of computer to access my online courses 
and materials. 
8. Course expectations 




(b) I feel that the courses I took were somehow well presented in terms of course 
content. 
(c) I feel that the courses I took were not properly presented in terms of course 
content. 
(d) I feel that the courses I took were not well presented in terms of course content. 
9. Online experience 
















10.  Perception of online courses. 
(a) Do you perceive that the online courses met your expectations?   
Yes            No 
(b) Do you perceive that the online methods of course content delivery met your 
expectations?  
Yes        No 
(c) Do you perceive that the online course discussions met your expectations?  
Yes          No 
(d) Do you perceive that the online student-student interactions met your 
expectations?  
Yes          No 
(e) Do you perceive that the online student-instructor interactions met your 
expectations?  




(f) Do you perceive that the online course student-content interactions met your 
expectations?  
Yes          No 






































Appendix F: Table of Codes 1 
 
Appendix F reflects the validation of interview transcripts by participants on Research 
Question 1. In order to ensure accurate representatio  of participants’ views, perceptions, 







 “I prefer faculty interaction to student-
student interaction because professors 
support and clarify difficult concepts and 
skills and are able to give students 
feedback on discussions, tests, 
presentations, and quizzes”. 
FS 
 “On occasions when I don’t understand 
some of my readings and assignments, I 
ask my professors for clarification. 
Though, I have used student-student 
interaction in some cases, but definitely 
faculty-student interaction is more 
important to me than student-student 
interaction”. 
FS 
 “I have completed 42 credits of online 
course with a GPA of 2.80 and I choose 
faculty-student interaction because my 
professors set the emotional tone for our 
online interactions. They also give us 
positive feedback on assignments that help 
us become more successful in our online 
courses”. 
FS 
 “I prefer faculty-student interaction over 
student-student interaction because our 
professors provide us with prompt, 
specific, and non-critical feedback on our 
learning activities”. 
FS 
 “On the other hand, student-student 
interaction is important, but on my scale of 
online learning interaction, student-student 





 “faculty-student interaction is more 
important than student-student interaction 
because I trust my professors more than I 
trust my colleagues. The majority of our 
instructors are very helpful and understand 
the situations under which we learn. 
However, sometimes it is difficult to match 
test questions to what is in the textbook”. 
 
SC 
 “I learn more in group discussions than 
independently. I feel more comfortable 
asking fellow course mates questions and 
tapping their knowledge than receiving 
instructions from professors or reading the 
course materials. I have a 3.90 GPA from 
38 credits in my department, and I think I 
prefer student-student interaction to 
faculty-student interaction”. 
SS 
 “I was disappointed 3 times by my course 
mates when I asked about some content 
materials that I didn’t quite understand 
during our group presentation project. My 
group members told me they did not 
understand what we were expected to do, 
but it turned out that they all completed the 
assignment and I was the only person who 
did not submit any material for the project. 
As a result of that horrible experience, I 
think that student-student interaction did 
not really work for me, I therefore prefer to 
use faculty-student interaction” 
 
FS 
 “Between faculty-student and student-
student interactions, I use faculty-student 
interaction more frequently. I have finished 
36 credits of courses in my online program 
so far and my GPA is 3.25. The reason I 
use faculty-student interaction is because 
my professors give non-critical feedback 
on assignments and are supportive in 
encouraging me to achieve my goal”. 
FS 
 “I value student-content interaction as the 
most important of online interactions, and 
faculty-student interaction as second, and 
higher than student-student interaction. 
Our professors are easily accessible, and 
their feedback, support, instructions, and 








 “I will choose faculty-student interaction 
over student-student interaction because 
instructors encourage greater student 
participation in online learning activities 
by affirming our abilities, knowledge, and 
making positive comments about our 
online course discussions, postings, and 
presentations”. 
FS 
 “professors acknowledge the diversity of 
our students’ background and interests, 
they adequately facilitate our threaded 
discussions, give highly academic 
feedback, and are supportive when students 
have problems with content materials. 
Based on my experience in completing 42 
credits of courses in my department with a 
4.0 GPA, I choose faculty-student 





 “faculty-student interaction is an important 
component in the online learning process. 
As a result of my experience in taking 30 
credits of online courses already in my 
department, I believe that faculty-student 
interaction is more important than student-
student interaction because my professors 
encourage persistence in completing my 
course work, are supportive of my efforts, 
and not competing with me as my 
colleagues do. They also provide prompt 
and suggestive feedback and no critical 
feedback as my colleagues often do”. 
FS 
 “my professors have content expertise 
which is vital in explaining concepts and 
skills to us. Professors are able to guide, 
facilitate, encourage, support, and give 
non-critical and positive feedback. After 
completing 28 credits in my department, I 
believe that faculty-student interaction is 








department and I value faculty-student 
interaction more than student-student 
interaction because our instructors are 
knowledgeable about the course content 
and they recommend appropriate additional 
resources to meet the needs of diverse 
learners like me”. 
 “I believe that faculty-student interaction is 
more important than student-student 
interaction because my professors provide 
guidance for our group discussions, 
presentations, online course readings, and 
other online activities”. 
FS 
 “faculty-student interaction is more 
important to me than student-student 
interaction. Currently, I have successfully 
completed 38 credits of online courses in 
my department and I have a GPA of 3.0. 
My professors are flexible with due dates, 
they give prompt and positive feedback, 




 “faculty-student interaction is more 
important than student-student interaction 
because I trust my professors more than I 
trust my colleagues. The majority of our 
instructors are very helpful and understand 






Appendix G: Table of Codes 2 
 
Appendix G reflects the validation of interview transcripts by participants on Research 
Question 2. In order to ensure accurate representatio  of participants’ views, perceptions, 
and experiences I showed this table to all participants to obtain their validation of the 
interview transcripts. 
 





 “I have taken 30 credits of online course 
in my university and I find that when the 
course content is clearly outlined, I feel 




 “student-content interaction is the most 
important because it contributed greatest 
to my successes so far in the online 
courses I have taken”. 
SC 
 that “when I understand what I am 
expected to do from the start to the end of 
the course, I am motivated to spend more 
time reviewing the course materials in 
order to achieve success regardless of 
other interactions”. 
SC 
 “understanding the course calendar, 
syllabus, materials, and course 




 “On the other hand, student-student 
interaction is important, but on my scale 
of online learning interaction, student-
student is the least of all”. 
FS 
 “faculty-student interaction is more 
important than student-student interaction 
because I trust my professors more than I 





instructors are very helpful and understand 
the situations under which we learn. 
However, sometimes it is difficult to 
match test questions to what is in the 
textbook”. 
 
 “I learn more in group discussions than 
independently. I feel more comfortable 
asking fellow course mates questions and 
tapping their knowledge than receiving 
instructions from professors or reading the 
course materials. I have a 3.90 GPA from 
38 credits in my department, and I think I 
prefer student-student interaction to 
faculty-student interaction”. 
SS 
 “I was disappointed 3 times by my course 
mates when I asked about some content 
materials that I didn’t quite understand 
during our group presentation project. My 
group members told me they did not 
understand what we were expected to do, 
but it turned out that they all completed 
the assignment and I was the only person 
who did not submit any material for the 
project. As a result of that horrible 
experience, I think that student-student 
interaction did not really work for me, I 




 “Between faculty-student and student-
student interactions, I use faculty-student 
interaction more frequently. I have 
finished 36 credits of courses in my online 
program so far and my GPA is 3.25. The 
reason I use faculty-student interaction is 
because my professors give non-critical 
feedback on assignments and are 
supportive in encouraging me to achieve 
my goal”. 
FS 
 “I value student-content interaction as the 
most important of online interactions, and 
faculty-student interaction as second, and 
higher than student-student interaction. 
Our professors are easily accessible, and 
their feedback, support, instructions, and 








 “I will choose faculty-student interaction 
over student-student interaction because 
instructors encourage greater student 
participation in online learning activities 
by affirming our abilities, knowledge, and 
making positive comments about our 
online course discussions, postings, and 
presentations”. 
FS 
 “professors acknowledge the diversity of 
our students’ background and interests, 
they adequately facilitate our threaded 
discussions, give highly academic 
feedback, and are supportive when 
students have problems with content 
materials. Based on my experience in 
completing 42 credits of courses in my 
department with a 4.0 GPA, I choose 





 “faculty-student interaction is an 
important component in the online 
learning process. As a result of my 
experience in taking 30 credits of online 
courses already in my department, I 
believe that faculty-student interaction is 
more important than student-student 
interaction because my professors 
encourage persistence in completing my 
course work, are supportive of my efforts, 
and not competing with me as my 
colleagues do. They also provide prompt 
and suggestive feedback and no critical 
feedback as my colleagues often do”. 
FS 
 “my professors have content expertise 
which is vital in explaining concepts and 
skills to us. Professors are able to guide, 
facilitate, encourage, support, and give 
non-critical and positive feedback. After 
completing 28 credits in my department, I 
believe that faculty-student interaction is 








department and I value faculty-student 
interaction more than student-student 
interaction because our instructors are 
knowledgeable about the course content 
and they recommend appropriate 
additional resources to meet the needs of 
diverse learners like me”. 
 “I believe that faculty-student interaction 
is more important than student-student 
interaction because my professors provide 
guidance for our group discussions, 
presentations, online course readings, and 
other online activities”. 
FS 
 “faculty-student interaction is more 
important to me than student-student 
interaction. Currently, I have successfully 
completed 38 credits of online courses in 
my department and I have a GPA of 3.0. 
My professors are flexible with due dates, 
they give prompt and positive feedback, 




 “faculty-student interaction is more 
important than student-student interaction 
because I trust my professors more than I 
trust my colleagues. The majority of our 
instructors are very helpful and understand 
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Date: 12 December 2012 
 
To: Alex Nwankwo, Walden University Student 
  
 cc: Paul Newberry, IRB Chair 
  Felicia Blacher-Wilson, Walden University 
 
From:   University Research Ethics Review Coordinator 
 
Subject:  Protocol 12-116: Authorization Following Exemption from Full 
Review  
 
I am pleased to inform you that your protocol, “A Case Study of Students’ Learning 
Experiences and Perceptions of Online Course Content and Interactions”, has been 
approved, following exemption from full review. This research activity was exempted as defined 
in Paragraph 46.101 of Title 45, Code of Federal Regulations based on the following criteria:  (1) 
Research involving the use of [standardized] education l tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, 
achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures, or observation of public behavior, 
UNLESS: (a) information obtained is recorded in such a manner that human subjects can be 
identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, and (b) any disclosure of the 
human subjects’ responses outside the research could reasonably place the subjects at risk of 
criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects’ financial standing, employability, or 
reputation. Approval is based on your IRB protocol received on December 4th, 2012 and your 
clarifications and revisions completed on December 12th, 2012. 
 
This authorization is strictly limited to the specific activities that have been authorized by 
the IRB. In conducting this research, the investigator must carefully review the final, 
authorized version of the protocol to ensure that the research is conducted as authorized by 
the IRB. If you want to modify these activities, notify the IRB in advance so proposed changes 
can be reviewed. If you have any questions, or there are any unanticipated problems or adverse 
reactions, please contact me immediately.” 
 
The following person[s], only, are authorized to interact with subjects in collecting data or in 
obtaining informed consent. Investigator is responsible for ensuring that any research assistants 
interacting with data having personal identifiers are HSPT certified. 
Human Subjects Protection Training Certified: 
Alex Nwankwo [6-25-2011] 
Any signed consent documents must be retained for at least three years to enable research 
compliance monitoring and in case of concerns by research participants. Consent forms may be 
stored longer at the discretion of the principal investigator [PI].The PI is responsible for retaining 
consent forms. If the PI is a student, the faculty supervisor is responsible for the consent forms. 




the IRB have access. At the end of the retention period the consent forms must be destroyed [not 
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